
Saba looks forward with confidence to SMART 

-Recent high season on Saba shows upward trend- 
 
By Suzanne Nielsen 
 
SABA—Head of Saba Tourism Glenn Holm has high hopes for the upcoming SMART 
tourism trade show to take place on St. Maarten from May 25-27. His optimism is 
cemented in actual statistics. 
 

 
Glenn Holm, Head of Saba Tourism, at this year’s Vakantiebeurs in the Netherlands. 

 
 
Saba has just come off of a high season that saw an 11 percent raise in over-night stays 
over the same period last year. The Saba Conservation Foundation also reports an 
increase in the number of private yachts using Marine Park moorings. Holm said there is 
a clear improvement in regional travel to the “Unspoiled Queen.” Saba will capitalise on 
this by offering special package deals at SMART. 
 
These developments are across Saba’s unusually (for its size!) wide variety of hotels and 
restaurants. Michael Chammaa of The Brigadoon Restaurant in Windwardside reports 
that in January he had the best month in his eleven years as owner and chef of the 
business. The Cottage Club Hotel, under the new management of Sophie van Lint and 
Patrick van Bree, brought occupancy to an unheard of high of 98% in January and 
February. Claire Nuyens of Queen’s Garden Resort, one of the islands more upscale 
accommodations, said that 2009-2010 season was also the best ever recorded for the 



hotel. She said that European tourists were fewer, but this was made up by increases in 
Canadians and Americans. Other hotels reported a similarly strong season. 
 

 
The Queen’s Garden Resort had its best season to date. 

 
Some hotel and restaurant guests represented various Dutch teams coming on 
constitutional business. But this accounts for only part of the increase--the dive shops 
also report a good season and that means that there were indeed more tourists. Dive shops 
also said that customers were no longer waiting to the last minute to book, but had 
returned to making advanced reservations. This is a very welcome development for 
yearly planning. 
 

Funding helps 
Holm will attend SMART with new promotional materials provided by a Dutch Strategic 
Economic Initiative (SEI) grant of NAf. 100,000. The materials were debuted in January 
in Utrecht at Vakantiebeurs, Holland’s largest consumer tourism trade show, and then in 
April at the “re-Discover Tourism” Show in Barbados. 
 
The SEI funding went towards a treasure trove of high quality promotional materials. The 
difference this time is a wider reach: a desk display stand has been provided so that the 
materials can be offered in one tidy spot. The displays will be situated at five locations 
around the island including the Tourist Office in Windwardside.  
 



 
The sturdy wooden desk display unit for promotional materials will be at five island locations. 

 
Also new is the mix of free promotional materials, including brochures, a poster, and a 
DVD, and souvenir items that can be purchased. These items range in price from $1.00 to 
$19.50 and the array includes bookmarks, post cards, an island map, a perpetual birthday 
calendar, a 2011 calendar, and the “Saba Experience,” a blank-page volume for recording 
travel experiences. All items are richly illustrated with new and unusual photos of the 
island. Most materials are in English, but one of the free brochures is also available in 
Dutch, German, and French. 
 
Since figures are up for the regional market, Holm is sure this segment that can be further 
mined, and the current promotional thrust includes for the first time radio spots in St. 
Maarten and an insert on the revolving signs in the Princess Juliana Airport baggage hall. 
 
A combination of concerted effort and hard work to increase awareness is a dream come 
true, but a miracle was thrown into the mix—serendipitous and free worldwide publicity. 



Unexpected publicity is ‘priceless’ 
 
An article with photos in the Wall Street Journal in January was very positive and 
extolled a few specific local businesses. The author, an employee of the prestigious 
newspaper, was on Saba incognito, so it came as a big surprise when Saba appeared in 
the WSJ. There was an immediate pick up in inquires about coming to the island. Nuyens 
– and others – said the phone didn’t stop ringing. 
 
Saba also got a shot in the arm with positive comments by television commentator Bill 
O’Reilly, who was on Saba in person and even went diving. His remarks can be reviewed 
on the island’s tourism website, www.sabatourism.com. 
 
Just this month, www. bookingadvisor.com voted Saba its top diving destination in the 
Caribbean and displayed an underwater photo of one of the Saba Marine Park’s 
Hawksbill turtles.  
 

 
Saba’s pristine trails are a main attraction for tourists. 

 
 



More good things to come 
Improvements to Saba’s harbour are now in train. Fort Bay harbour is definitely multi-
purpose so, at its current location, it will never be cutesy, picture- postcard material. The 
improvements are overdue, however, and will tackle safety, functionality, and security. 
The paving of the road to the crusher will go a long way toward reducing grit and grim 
aesthetically, as well as protecting engines, generators, and other mechanicals. 
 

 
Fort Bay Harbour is dwarfed by the hills behind it but it is crucial to island economy. Improvements 

will appeal to all users, from tourists to fishermen and businesses. 
 
Improving access to the island tops Holm’s wish list. Transportation to the island is often 
the hang up, and Winair flights and the ferries (The Edge and Dawn II) can be outdone by 
the weather gods. The island’s forbidding topology and lack of natural protection is its 
Achilles Heel, but after-dark commercial flights are not in view yet.  

Any clouds on the horizon? 
Can it be too much of a good thing? How many visitors could Saba’s infrastructure 
comfortably accommodate? Holm said that there has not been a tourism carrying capacity 
study done since 2001.  
 
Like St. Maarten, there is concern on Saba about overdevelopment. Could it happen here, 
too? Holm remarked on the spate of current construction. Zoning laws are not in place 
nor is there an active monuments foundation or historic society watch-dogging Saba’s 
heritage.  
 
The convention of painting houses white with red roofs and green trim brings conformity 
to the village “look.” However, the unique, quaintly shingled cottages are occasionally 
hidden behind two-story family complexes made of concrete blocks. A lovely historic 
hillside cottage in Windwardside, rented for years to the same returning customers, now 



has its view across Windwardside Village blocked by a large, two-story blockhouse. The 
cottage has always been called “The Lookout,” but it will have to be renamed now! 
 

 
A new two-storey build in Windwardside will totally block the view of the ironically  

named “The Lookout,” the historic Saban cottage behind it. 
 
 
Some of these concerns are to be addressed in the near future. Currently under way, said 
Holm, is another SEI project that will develop a five-year tourism plan. CLH, an Irish 
company with Caribbean credentials and acquainted with Saba, has won the bid and will 
submit its programme later this year. It is sure that sustainability will be part of this 
review, and hopefully that includes a look at preserving historic monuments, which are 
indispensible to the uniqueness of The Unspoiled Queen. 
 
Tourism Commissioner Chris Johnson said that he doesn’t see overdevelopment as a 
worry. “No one can build over 500 meters altitude, the north side of the island is 
uninhabitable, and undivided property situations will keep overdevelopment in check,” 
Johnson affirmed. He said that he does not expect an influx of Dutch citizens, and if more 
do come, it is an asset. “We voted to go with Holland, and the Dutch are hardworking and 
will add to the island. We are interested in quality, not quantity,” he commented. 
 


