
1. Introduction

The study of the impacts of tourism megaprojects 
holds fundamental importance in comprehending 
and responsibly managing regional and socioeconomic 
development (Girma & Singh, 2019; Hübscher & Ringel, 
2021). These projects can generate a range of complex and 
far-reaching consequences from economic momentum 

to the disruption of local ecosystems and significant 
changes in the cultural elements of host communities 
(Hübscher, 2021). A thorough understanding of 
these impacts is essential to minimize potential 
negative effects, maximize sustainable benefits, and 
safeguard the cultural, environmental and social 
integrity of the regions where these megaprojects  
are located.
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A B S T R AC T

The aim is to analyze the possible impacts of the Tren Maya megaproject on the city 
of Chetumal, Quintana Roo, Mexico, through the perceptions of its residents. The 
theoretical framework used is that of social representations, as this approach helps 
understand how people organize, interpret and give meaning to information in their 
environment. The methodology is qualitative, involving surveys and in-depth interviews 
with residents of the study area. The analysis of the results is based on trends and 
excerpts from interviews that illustrate and contrast the impacts perceived by the local 
community. The main findings indicate that Tren Maya is viewed as an opportunity 
for economic improvement and will invigorate the production and tourist activities 
of Chetumal, however negative impacts on the environment are acknowledged. It is 
concluded that social representations can assist in creating comprehensive strategies to 
mitigate potential negative impacts and enhance the benefits from the implementation 
of Tren Maya in Chetumal.
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The Tren Maya project has emerged as a point of 
interest in Mexico due to its purpose of connecting 
and promoting development in southeastern Mexico 
(Camargo & Vázquez-Maguirre, 2020; Gasparello 
& Nuñez Rodríguez, 2021; Reyes Maturano, 2022), 
however, given its imminent implementation, the 
evaluation of its potential impacts has become an 
imperative need (Palafox-Muñoz, 2020; Vidal Fócil 
et al., 2020). In the academic literature, various aspects 
of Tren Maya have been addressed from its economic 
implications (Reyes Maturano, 2022; Vidal Fócil et al., 
2020) to its environmental (Casanova Casañas, 2021; 
Gómez et al., 2020; Reyes García et al., 2019;) and social 
effects (Camargo & Vázquez-Maguirre, 2020; Gasparello 
& Nuñez Rodríguez, 2021).

However, there is a notable gap in research focusing 
on the perception of the potential impacts of the 
megaproject in Chetumal, the capital of the state of 
Quintana Roo. In this context, the article aims to 
analyze the social representations of the population 
of Chetumal regarding the potential impacts of Tren 
Maya. Identifying these perceptions is crucial to 
understanding the diversity of opinions, concerns and 
expectations in a region particularly affected by the 
implementation of the megaproject.

Previous studies have not covered the impacts of 
Tren Maya, particularly in the study area of Chetumal, 
which possesses distinctive social, environmen-
tal and economic conditions. As the cradle of mesti-
zaje and the state capital, it serves as a key space 
for analyzing multicultural dynamics, public polices 
and urban development (Secretaría de Desarrollo 
Agrario Territorial y Urbano, 2018). Additionally, 
its tourism identity, rooted in cultural and natural 
heritage, provides a sustainable alternative to the 
predominant sun-and-beach tourism in the Mexican  
Caribbean.

The inclusion of theories aimed at understanding 
perceptions, both positive and negative, has also 
been incorporated. The purpose of this study is 
to provide an informed basis for decision-making 
both at the governmental level and in the strategic 
planning of the stakeholders involved. The objective 
is to promote responsible and equitable tourism that 
responds to the needs of local communities and the 
preservation of the natural environment. Thus, it is 
justified by the relevance of offering a comprehensive 
and contextualized view of the potential effects of Tren 
Maya in such a key area as Chetumal.

Through a qualitative methodology that has allowed 
residents’ perceptions to be captured, this work 
comprises a literature review on megaprojects and the 
use of social representations for the study of impacts. It 
is followed by contextualization of the study area, the 
methodological process, the main findings, discussion 
and finally the conclusions.

2. Literature review

2.1. Megaprojects, tourism and impacts

The discussion around megaprojects and their impacts 
has been the subject of attention by various academics 
and experts in recent years (Flyvbjerg, 2014; Flyvbjerg 
et al., 2003; Girma & Singh, 2019; Pitsis et al., 2018; 
Söderlund et al., 2017). Megaprojects, characterized 
by their monumental scale and technical and 
financial complexity, have captured the imagination 
of governments, businesses and citizens around the 
world (Delphine et al., 2019; McLeod, 2023). However, 
behind their apparent promise of development and 
progress, megaprojects have also come under intense 
scrutiny due to their potential negative impacts on 
the environment, local communities and the broader 
economy (Delphine et al., 2022; Söderlund et al., 2017).

From an environmental perspective, numerous 
studies have highlighted how megaprojects can trigger 
a series of adverse consequences such as deforestation, 
soil degradation and loss of biodiversity (Caldas 
& Gupta, 2017; Charest, 1995; Diaz & Fainstein, 2008). 
For example, the construction of hydroelectric dams 
has been associated with the flooding of vast areas 
of land, resulting in the loss of natural habitats and 
the disruption of river ecosystems (Ansar et al., 2014; 
Gutierrez et al., 2019).

Regarding social impacts, it has been documented 
how megaprojects can cause the forced relocation of 
entire communities, as well as socioeconomic and 
cultural conflicts (Camargo & Vázquez-Maguirre, 2020; 
Lehtonen et al., 2016; McLeod, 2023). Mining projects, for 
example, have been criticized for displacing indigenous 
and peasant populations from their ancestral lands, and  
generating tensions and inequalities in the affected 
areas (Brahm & Tarziján, 2015; Conde & Le Billon, 2017; 
Silva et al., 2018).

From an economic perspective, although 
megaprojects are often presented as drivers of growth 
and development, some studies have questioned this 
narrative (Korytárová & Hromádka, 2014; Oyegoke 
& Al Kiyumi, 2017). It has been argued that the real costs 
of these projects are often underestimated, while the 
promised benefits may not materialize or be unequally 
distributed (Lehtonen et al., 2016).

However, it is important to recognize that 
megaprojects can also have positive impacts, especially 
in the tourism sector (Dembicz & Carrillo, 2021; 
Girma & Singh, 2019; Hübscher, 2021). Many of these 
projects are designed to improve infrastructure and 
connectivity in tourist destinations, which in turn can 
boost visitor arrivals and stimulate local economic 
growth (Dembicz & Carrillo, 2021). For example, the 
construction of international airports or the expansion 
of transportation networks can facilitate access to 
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remote destinations, increasing their attractiveness 
for tourists (Monterrubio et al., 2020).

In this sense, megaprojects can play a crucial role 
in the development and promotion of tourism in 
various regions (Dembicz & Carrillo, 2021). However, 
it is essential to address the potential negative impacts 
associated with these projects, such as environmental 
degradation and social conflicts, to ensure sustainable 
and equitable development (Girma & Singh, 2019; 
Söderlund et al., 2017). Ultimately, careful planning and 
management of megaprojects are essential to maximize 
their potential benefits while minimizing their risks 
and negative repercussions.

2.2. Social representations and tourism 
megaprojects

The theory of social representations originated with 
Serge Moscovici (1988) and this proposal has regained 
relevance in academia due to the work of Jodelet (2008). 
Social representations are mental constructs shared 
by individuals within a society that enable them to 
understand, interpret and give meaning to phenomena, 
objects or situations (Jodelet, 2008; Moscardo, 2011; 
Moscovici, 1988). These representations are shaped by 
culture, and individual and collective experiences, and 
manifest themselves through communication, language 
and social interactions (de Moraes Prata Gaspar et al., 2020).

While the central concept in the theory of social rep- 
resentations is “representation”, referring to how 
individuals interpret and give meaning to their social 
environment, different authors (Kim & Park, 2023; 
Melendrez-Ruiz et al., 2020; Moscovici, 1988) emphasize 
various elements for approaching them. Generally, it is 
agreed that certain elements form the basis of the theory:
1. Central core: contains the most stable and coherent 

information of the representation, forming the basis 
for shared understanding.

2. Peripheral system: Encompasses more variable and 
flexible elements related to the adaptation of the 
representation to different contexts and situations.

3. Represented object: What the representation is 
built upon, including concepts, ideas, social groups, 
tangible objects, etc.

4. Social subjects: Individuals who share this 
representation in a community or society.

5. Sociohistorical context: The cultural, historical and 
social environment influencing the formation and evo- 
lution of these representations.
Similarly, for the study of social representations, 

Valencia et al. (2021) recommend categorizing them 
into three large groups. The first is hegemonic 
representations, reflecting dominant ideas, values and 
beliefs accepted as “normal” or “natural” in society. 
Emancipated representations, the second group, 
emerge as a counterpoint to hegemonic representations, 

questioning, challenging or seeking to change ideas 
established by the dominant society, often promoted 
by social movements, minorities or groups aiming to 
transform existing social structures. The third group 
is polemical representations, generating debates, 
discrepancies and tensions within society due to their 
controversial, ambivalent or contradictory nature, 
typically related to sensitive issues for social groups. 
It should be clarified that these three types of social 
representation are not static; they can evolve, transform 
or be challenged as social, cultural and political 
dynamics change in any society (Valencia et al., 2021).

Moreover, the use of social representations theory 
has been an invaluable tool for understanding the 
impacts of tourism on diverse communities and how 
these representations shape perceptions and behaviors 
toward this activity (Atzori et al., 2019; Moscardo, 2011; 
Valencia et al., 2021; Wassler & Talarico, 2021). In the 
context of tourism, social representations have been 
used to analyze how local communities (Kim & Park, 
2023; Lai et al., 2017; Li et al., 2021; Sarr et al., 2021) and 
tourists (Aquino & Andereck, 2018; Atzori et al., 2019; 
Shaheer & Carr, 2022) construct and share ideas about 
specific tourism destinations. These representations not 
only affect individual decisions but also influence the 
planning, development and sustainability of tourism 
areas (Aquino & Andereck, 2018; Atzori et al., 2019; 
Nugroho et al., 2021; Valencia et al., 2021).

Likewise, in the study of tourism megaprojects, 
social representations theory offers a framework for 
understanding how collective visions about these 
large-scale projects are constructed (Murekian et al., 
2018; Pitsis et al., 2018; Rodríguez Lozano & Tarazona 
Morales, 2015). Social representations can reveal how 
different groups perceive and negotiate the benefits 
and challenges associated with these projects. For 
example, some representations may idealize economic 
potential and job creation (Moscardo, 2011; Nugroho 
& Numata, 2020; Sarr et al., 2021), while others may relate 
to environmental elements (Boager & Castro, 2022; 
Monterrubio et al., 2020; Sinclair-Maragh et al., 2015).

Therefore, the use of social representations theory in 
the study of tourism megaprojects is justified, as it allows 
for a profound understanding. This understanding can  
be crucial for planners, governments and local commu-
nities when assessing the social, economic and cultural 
impacts of these large-scale projects (Li et al., 2021; 
Moscardo, 2011; Murekian et al., 2018).

3. Chetumal and Tren Maya

Quintana Roo, located on the eastern coast of the 
Yucatan Peninsula in Mexico, is a region recognized 
for its tourism activity, particularly in the north, where 
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its world-famous tourist destinations are located, such 
as Cancun, Playa del Carmen and Tulum (Brenner 
et al., 2018). However, beyond these tourist centers, 
the southern region of Quintana Roo is growing 
significantly, as places such as Mahahual, Bacalar and 
Chetumal are experiencing growth in the number of 
visitors.

Chetumal is a city located within the municipality 
of Othón P. Blanco, situated in the Mexican state of 
Quintana Roo, located on the border with Belize (see 
Figure 1). With a population of 233,648 inhabitants, only 
5.51% belong to an indigenous group (Instituto Nacional 
de Estadística y Geografía, 2020). It is the capital of the 
state and is in a region associated with Mayan culture, 
boasting cultural, historical and natural diversity. 
Additionally, it is part of the Chetumal Bay Manatee 
Sanctuary State Reserve (Dirección de Desarrollo 
Turístico, 2020). The city has witnessed significant 
growth in recent decades due to its strategic location 
and tourist appeal.

Economic activities in Chetumal are diverse, 
encompassing work in government agencies (state and 
municipal), commerce, tourism, fishing and agriculture, 
all playing pivotal roles in the local economy (Instituto 
Nacional de Estadística y Geografía, 2020). The city 
acts as a gateway to the Costa Maya region and nearby 
tourist destinations, such as Bacalar, a developing tourist  
spot that has experienced notable growth due to its 
attractions (Dirección de Desarrollo Turístico, 2020).

The tourist offer in the city of Chetumal currently 
includes 79 hotels with 2,220 rooms of varying 
quality. Additionally, in 2022, the Ministry of Tourism 
(Secretaría de Turismo, 2022) announced the Magical 
Neighborhoods program (Barrios Mágicos in Spanish) 
of which the historic center of Chetumal is a part 
(Gobierno de México, 2022). The purpose of this 

program is to expand the range of tourist experiences 
and foster community development with a social 
dimension. Furthermore, according to the Ministry of 
Tourism (Secretaría de Turismo, 2022), the Magical Color 
Routes program has been implemented in Chetumal  
aiming to rehabilitate the urban image of tourist 
destinations.

The Tren Maya project has sparked considerable 
interest and debate in Mexico as it constitutes a megapro-
ject set to impact the entire Yucatan Peninsula. This 
infrastructure initiative aims to connect various tourist 
destinations in southeastern Mexico through a rail 
network (Gobierno de México, 2020). According to 
González (2023), Tren Maya comprises seven sections 
(see Figure 2):
1. Chiapas to Campeche: Palenque – Escárcega.
2. Campeche: Escárcega – Calkiní.
3. Campeche to Yucatán: Calkiní – Izamal.
4. Yucatán to Quintana Roo: Izamal – Cancún.
5. North Quintana Roo: Cancún – Playa del Carmen 

and South Quintana Roo: Playa del Carmen – Tulum.
6. Quintana Roo: Tulum – Chetumal.
7. Quintana Roo to Campeche: Chetumal – Escárcega.

Sections one to five south commenced operations in 
December 2023, while the remaining sections, including 
the one involving Chetumal, are scheduled to begin 
operations in February 2024 (González, 2023).

Initially, Chetumal was not part of the established 
route; however, by the end of 2021, it was decided to 
include it as an additional station to facilitate train 
maintenance and connect the city to the international 
airport (Gobierno de México, 2020). While this 
development could potentially boost tourism and eco-
nomic development in the capital, it has also sparked 
concerns and discussions regarding its environmental, 
social and cultural impact.

Figure 1. Study area
Source: based on Google Maps, elaboration by Jesús Roberto Flores Rodriguez
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4. Methodological process

The present research adopts a descriptive scope, aiming 
to characterize and comprehend the knowledge and 
perceptions of Chetumal’s population concerning the 
Tren Maya project, along with assessing the potential 
economic, environmental and socio-cultural impacts 
associated with it. The mixed approach was chosen 
to provide a more comprehensive understanding of 
a research problem by integrating the strengths of both  
qualitative and quantitative research (Bryman, 
2012). This approach is well-suited for capturing the 
complexity of social representations and individual 
perspectives (Moscardo, 2011; Sarr et al., 2021).

Two research techniques were determined: the first  
being a survey, chosen for its efficiency in data collec-
tion, capacity for result generalization, facilitation of 
statistical analysis, and consistency in data collection 
(Bryman, 2012). The second was the interview, deemed 
valuable, especially when seeking to understand the 
complexity and subjectivity of social, cultural or indi-
vidual phenomena (Valencia et al., 2021).

The instruments were designed based on an analysis 
of literature (Monterrubio et al., 2020; Moscardo, 2011; 
Pitsis et al., 2018) where aspects related to the impacts 
of tourism and mega-projects were considered. A struc-
tured questionnaire with five sections was employed 
(Ramírez-Hernández et al., 2023). The first focused on  
identifying informants’ profiles, while the next 

evaluated the degree of knowledge about the Tren Maya 
project in Chetumal. The remaining three sections 
addressed tourism impacts, classified as economic, 
environmental and socio-cultural utilising a five-point 
Likert scale, ranging from strongly agree to strongly 
disagree. An open-ended question was included at the 
end, allowing participants to mention other impacts 
related to Tren Maya and express interest in additional 
interviews. The instrument achieved a Cronbach’s 
alpha score of 0.832.

The interview script comprised two sections: the first 
aimed at identifying the informant’s profile, while the 
other contained open-ended questions to delve deeper 
into the economic, environmental and socio-cultural 
impacts that could be caused by Tren Maya. The selection 
of interviewees and informants was conducted using 
a purposive sampling method to ensure the inclusion 
of individuals with relevant expertise and experience 
related to the topic under study. Key stakeholders were 
identified based on their roles in the development, 
management and impact of the analyzed projects, as 
well as their knowledge of local dynamics. This approach 
allowed for the collection of diverse perspectives 
including representatives from government agencies, 
local businesses and community organizations.

Questionnaires were distributed by a convenience 
sample through Google Forms, involving Chetumal 
residents of legal age, resulting in a total of 478 partici-
pants. Interviews were conducted concurrently, with 

Figure 2. Tren Maya map
Source: based on Tren Maya Trips (n.d.)
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a total of 26 participants, nine of whom were recorded, 
while the rest were documented through detailed notes 
to capture essential perceptions.

For the analysis of information obtained from the 
questionnaires, trends were identified to recognize 
patterns and common characteristics in responses. Regard- 
ing the interviews, recordings were transcribed and ana- 
lyzed alongside notes taken during non-recorded 
interviews. The analysis focused on identifying recurring 
themes, emerging patterns and variations in responses 
to gain an in-depth understanding of the perceptions of 
Chetumal’s population regarding Tren Maya.

To categorize the social representations of the Tren 
Maya project, a thematic analysis was conducted, 
drawing from survey responses and in-depth 
interviews with key informants. This process involved 
systematically coding qualitative data to identify 
recurring themes and patterns. The classification 
was guided by three main criteria: the prevalence of 
the representation in the responses, the underlying 
perspective (optimistic, critical or ambivalent), and 
its focus on specific aspects of the project, such as 
economic, environmental or social dimensions.

The categorization resulted in three distinct types 
of representation:
1. Hegemonic: identified as the dominant and widely  

shared perspectives within the community, reflecting 
optimism and high expectations regarding Tren Maya’s  
potential benefits – examples include improvements 
in tourism infrastructure, job creation and enhanced 
connectivity.

2. Emancipated: focused on advocating active citizen 
participation and equitable distribution of benefits 
highlighting the importance of involving local 
communities in decision-making to ensure inclusive 
development. And

3. Controversial: embodying ambivalence and conflict-
ing viewpoints, often juxtaposing environmental 
concerns with potential economic gains.

5. Results

The section will be divided into two significant parts: the 
first identifies the profile of the informants for the two 
techniques used, while the second considers social 
representations, presenting hegemonic, emancipated 
and controversial examples.

5.1. Profile of the informants and knowledge 
about Tren Maya

The informants who responded to the questionnaire 
exhibit demographic diversity reflective of Chetumal’s 
population (see Table 1). A slight male predominance 

stands out, representing 52%, while 47.1% are women, 
and 0.9% preferred not to specify their gender. The 
majority of informants are of Mexican nationality (98%), 
with 2% of foreign origin. Regarding age, a diverse 
range is observed, with the 35–44 group being the most 
represented covering 45.1% of the informants, followed 
by the 25–34 group with 16.7%, and the 45–54 group 
with 15.7%.

Table 1. Respondents’ profiles

Variable Value Percentage (%)

Gender Female 47.1

Male 52.0

I’d rather not say  0.9

Nationality Mexican 92.0

Foreign  8.0

Occupation Public official 34.3

Retired  8.1

Teacher 12.9

Trader 16.7

Military  4.1

Student 15.7

Tourism sector worker  4.9

Tren Maya worker  3.1

Age (years) 18–24 12.9

25–34 16.7

35–44 45.1

45–54 15.7

Over 55  9.6

Length of 
residence (years)

0–10 21.6

11–20 19.6

21–30 34.3

Over 31 24.5

Level of 
education

Elementary school  2.3

High school 31.9

Technical degree 13.2

University 34.3

Postgraduate 18.3

Source: authors.

Concerning the length of residence in Chetumal, 
a varied distribution is evident: 34.3% have lived 
in the city between 21 and 30 years, while 24.5% have 
lived there for 31 or more; 21.6% between 0 and 10 years,  
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and 19.6% between 11 and 20. Regarding educational 
level, there is significant diversity: 34.3% have 
a bachelor’s degree, 18.3% have a postgraduate degree, 
31.9% have a high school diploma, 13.2% have a technical 
diploma and 2.3% have only elementary education.

In relation to occupation, the informants cover 
various professional areas: 34.3% identify themselves as 
public officials, while 8.1% are retired, 12.9% are teachers, 
16.7% are traders, 4.1% are linked to the military, 15.7% 
are students, 4.9% work in the tourism sector, and 
3.1% are workers on Tren Maya. Regarding dependence 
on tourism for economic income, it is notable that 71% 
indicate that their income does not depend on tourism, 
while 17% have very low dependence, 4% have low 
dependence, 7% have moderate dependency, and only 
1% has high dependence.

All the informants are residents in one of the localities 
in Chetumal. The distribution of their residence loca-
tions is heterogeneous, with 17% residing in Las Américas,  
13% in Caribe and 21% in Centro. Other neighborhoods, 
such as Jardines, Solidaridad and Aeropuerto, are also 
represented, although to a lesser extent.

Regarding knowledge of the Tren Maya project, 
familiarity varies with 3% not being familiar and 
17.6% considering themselves very familiar. The most 
used means of information are social networks (39%), 
followed by conversations with friends and family 
(22%), websites (15%), TV news (11%) and statements 
from government agencies (13%).

The groups of interviewees were chosen based on 
their expressed interest in the questionnaire to continue 
providing information for the research, aiming for 
a diversity of profiles (see Table 2). The interviewees are 
mainly composed of women (15) with the rest (11) 
being men, all of Mexican nationality. Regarding 
age, a predominance is observed in the range of 35 to 
44 years, with a total of 14 interviewees, followed by 
45 to 54 with nine, and three interviewees were over 65. 
This distribution suggests a balanced representation 
from diverse generations.

Table 2. Interviewees’ profiles

Variable Value Frequency

Gender Male 15

Female 11

Occupation Public official 12

Retired  3

Teacher  4

Trader  3

Military  1

Student  1

Occupation Tourism worker  1

Tren Maya worker  1

Age (years) 35–44 14

45–54  9

Over 65  3

Length of residence 
(years)

0–10  4

21–30 13

Over 30  9

Level of education Elementary school  2

High school  6

University 14

Postgraduate  4

Source: authors.

Regarding the length of residence in Chetumal, 
13 interviewees have lived in the city between 21 and 
30 years, nine for more than 31, and four between 0 
and 10. The location of residence of the interviewees is 
distributed heterogeneously, highlighting the presence 
of interviewees in different areas such as Centro, 
Calderitas, Lomas del Caribe, Caribe and Las Américas.

In relation to educational level, the majority of those 
interviewed have higher education, with 14 participants 
who have reached a university degree, four with 
a postgraduate degree, six with a high school diploma, 
and two with only elementary education. Regarding 
occupation, the group of interviewees presents 
a diversity of job profiles. The majority identified them- 
selves as public servants, with 12 interviewed, followed 
by retirees (3), teachers (4), traders (3), and a single 
presence in roles such as the military, student, a tourism 
sector worker and a Tren Maya worker.

5.2. Social representations of Tren Maya

The hegemonic social representations of Chetumal 
residents regarding the potential impacts of the Tren 
Maya project reveal an optimistic and hopeful image 
shared by the majority of the community. Specifically, 
they anticipate improvements in tourist services (94%), 
expect a significant generation of new jobs both overall 
(98%) and in the tourism sector (96%), foresee the 
diversification of local tourist activities (81%), anticipate 
enhanced facilities for merchandise transportation 
(88%) and improved connectivity of the city with the 
peninsula (88%). Moreover, they envision the creation of 
local enterprises and businesses (93%), the promotion 
of tourist sites (94%), the development of gastronomy  
(89%) and crafts (89%) in Chetumal, and an increase in 
the overall quality of life for Chetumal residents (86%).
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Hegemonic social representations are reinforced by 
various interviewees. For instance, a professional trader 
indicates:

The connectivity offered by Tren Maya will allow 
Chetumal to overcome the isolation that has persisted 
for decades. It serves as another route and also functions 
as advertising to visit the capital of Quintana Roo.

Similarly, a housewife comments:

The train will benefit many men and women who need 
income to cover family expenses and contribute to the 
well-being of their loved ones.

Among the emancipated social representations, 
there is an emphasis on the significance of citizen 
participation in both the planning and execution of 
the project. This focus aims to empower the community 
and prevent unilateral decisions. Additionally, there 
is an advocacy for policies and measures that steer clear 
of economic inequality in the benefits of the project, 
ensuring that prosperity is distributed equitably among 
the population. The importance of utilizing the train 
to bridge social gaps and enhance the quality of life 
in areas facing challenges related to access to services 
and opportunities is underscored.

In this sense, one of the interviewees, who is a teacher, 
indicates:

I agree with what has been carried out so far, but 
I would also like to see more consideration given to 
nearby towns.

In the same line, a development approach must be 
established that considers the preservation of natural 
resources, promoting tourism and transportation 
practices that minimize the environmental impact. 
The safeguarding of local cultural identity is sought, 
advocating measures that protect and promote the 
historical and cultural heritage of the region.

The controversial social representations reveal 
a series of concerns and ambivalent perceptions 
within the Chetumal community regarding the Tren 
Maya project. The community expresses a mixed and 
ambivalent feeling, reflecting a blend of emotions that 
oscillates between pride and identity.

The most prominently expressed controversial 
perspective regards contributing to deforestation, 
with a marked 85% of respondents expressing this, 
a perception reflecting a deep concern about the direct 
environmental impact of the project in terms of the loss 
of forest areas. Likewise, during the interviews, various 
people expressed concern about the environmental 
impact, such as the case of an informant who works 
as a public servant, stating:

The piece of jungle that they removed to build it will 
affect everyone, not only the animals that lived there, 
but all the living beings that are in this ecosystem.

In the same way, a retiree mentions:

… [the jungle] will never recover; they took it away, 
and it will begin to affect the climate. For example, this 
year it was warmer, and there began to be more garbage 
near the construction site. I recognize that there may 
be greater insecurity, greater contamination because 
the city is not prepared for this type of project.

In a similar sense, another social representation 
indicates that the consumption of natural resources also 
emerges as a significant concern. Given this, a teacher 
explains:

I consider that it could increase the number of residents 
in the city, and this could cause a lack of basic services 
such as water and electricity since they would have to 
cover a broader sector.

Although these representations speak of negative 
things expected by Tren Maya, or that already happen, 
they are controversial because there are other 
positions that disagree with the development of the 
train, identifying that the development justifies its 
environmental impact. This is how a trader puts it, 
stating:

It could be a loss of biodiversity in nearby ecosystems. 
I don’t think it is the only project that affects it, but it is 
one that can bring development, promotion and more 
tourism to the city, so we would also benefit.

These results demonstrate the existence of diverse 
social representations, which reveal environmental 
concerns but also hope for the potential development 
of the city.

6. Discussion

The implementation of Tren Maya has sparked analysis 
and debate regarding its potential to boost tourism, 
generate employment, foster economic development 
and its environmental impact in Chetumal and its 
surroundings. The results uncover widespread 
perceptions that anticipate various benefits with 
the railway project’s implementation in the region. This 
reflects a shared expectation of economic, cultural and 
social progress for the area, aligning with other studies 
where economic benefits are perceived from tourist 
activities (Kim & Park, 2023; Moscardo, 2011; Valencia 
et al., 2021).
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On the other hand, the results show that inhabitants 
are concerned about preserving the environment, 
protecting archaeological sites, and maintaining the 
cultural identity of indigenous communities along 
the Tren Maya route. This indicates perspectives that 
extend beyond simple acceptance or rejection of the 
project, aiming to positively influence its implementation 
for the benefit of the local community while respecting 
the cultural and natural environment. This corresponds 
with other research findings (Camargo & Vázquez-
Maguirre, 2020; Gasparello & Nuñez Rodríguez, 2021; 
Reyes Maturano, 2022), emphasizing the importance 
of ensuring that the benefits of Tren Maya genuinely 
reach local communities.

This ambivalence suggests a nuanced perception, 
wherein residents experience mixed feelings about the 
connection between tourism megaprojects, economic 
benefits and existing natural resources (Murekian et al., 
2018; Nugroho et al., 2021). This situation, combined 
with apprehension towards potential environmental 
impacts, implies that the Chetumal community is 
divided in its perception of the Tren Maya project, high- 
lighting the complexity of the interaction between 
development and conservation in the local context.

The implementation of Tren Maya in Chetumal 
elicits a diverse range of perceptions and expectations 
in the community. The results from hegemonic 
social representations reflect an optimistic majority 
vision, anticipating significant benefits for the local 
economy, employment and tourism promotion. This 
perspective suggests a deep connection between 
the positive perception of the project and expectations 
of improvement in the quality of life. However, 
addressing the ambivalence in social representations, 
where a significant segment of the population expresses 
mixed feelings towards Tren Maya, is essential. 
This ambivalence could stem from the complexity 
inherent in balancing development with cultural and 
environmental preservation.

These perspectives underscore the need for an 
inclusive and sustainable approach in executing any 
tourism project (Murekian et al., 2018). The discussion 
should explore how the local community can be 
integrated into decision-making processes (Camargo 
& Vázquez-Maguirre, 2020), ensuring that Tren Maya 
not only provides immediate economic benefits but also 
respects and strengthens local cultural identity while 
preserving the region’s natural resources for future 
generations.

The results of this study show that the social repre-
sentations of the Tren Maya project in Chetumal reflect 
both positive expectations and concerns regarding 
environmental, social and economic impacts. These find- 
ings align with those of other megaprojects, where local  
communities often have an optimistic view of the 
potential benefits, such as job creation and improved 

infrastructure (Boothroyd et al., 1995; Charest, 1995; 
Delphine et al., 2022); but also raise concerns about 
environmental sustainability and the equitable 
distribution of benefits (Ansar et al., 2014; Flyvbjerg, 
2014; Oyegoke & Al Kiyumi, 2017). Similarly, projects 
like the construction of large-scale transportation 
infrastructure in other regions (Delphine et al., 2022; 
Korytárová & Hromádka, 2014; Rothengatter, 2019) have 
generated ambivalent perceptions, with communities 
expecting economic development but also facing 
tensions related to the disruption of the natural envi-
ronment and equitable access to benefits.

The results also distinguish the Tren Maya project 
from other megaprojects, as its strong connection to 
the region’s cultural and natural heritage presents 
a unique challenge in terms of preserving local identity. 
While, in other cases, megaprojects may be perceived 
as an external imposition with no clear link to local 
identity (Dembicz & Carrillo, 2021; Hübscher & Ringel, 
2021; Witz et al., 2021), in the case of Chetumal, there is 
a greater concern about balancing development with 
the protection of the cultural and natural environments. 
This difference highlights the need for policies that 
promote active citizen participation and the integration 
of sustainability measures to ensure that the project’s 
benefits are distributed equitably, minimizing negative 
impacts on communities and the environment.

The survey results reflect an over-representation 
of individuals with higher levels of education. This 
demographic profile may influence the findings, as 
highly educated respondents might have greater 
access to information or exhibit specific attitudes and 
perspectives. While this provides valuable insights, 
it is important to acknowledge that this demographic 
imbalance could limit the generalizability of the results 
to the broader population.

The discussion about the possible impacts of Tren 
Maya in Chetumal must address these complexities 
and aim for comprehensive development that is socially 
inclusive, environmentally sustainable and cultur- 
ally respectful. Additionally, mitigation and sustainabil-
ity strategies that seek to balance development with the 
preservation of the region’s valuable natural heritage 
must be carefully considered (Boager & Castro, 2022; 
Monterrubio et al., 2020).

7. Conclusions

This study delved into the potential impacts of Tren Maya 
in Chetumal, revealing a complex and multifaceted 
panorama that mirrors the diversity of perceptions 
in the community. The results affirm that Chetumal 
residents harbor optimism regarding the economic 
benefits of the railway project an optimism intertwined 
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with expectations of an enhanced quality of life, local 
economic development and cultural progress. However, 
the study emphasizes the crucial need to carefully 
address the inherent tensions between development 
and cultural and environmental preservation.

There is a notable concern about deforestation, 
environmental degradation and the alteration of migra-
tory routes, underscoring the necessity to incorporate 
mitigation and sustainability strategies into the 
project’s implementation. Consequently, this study 
contributes empirically by supporting the potential 
development of strategies in collaboration with the 
local community, integrating solutions that harmonize 
progress with conservation.

On the other hand, the results underscore the inherent 
complexity in the interaction of social, economic and 
environmental factors, demanding ongoing study. 
Therefore, its limitation lies in the variability of 
individual perceptions, the evolving dynamics of the 
community, and the potential impact of new events or 
policies that could alter the study’s context. Moreover, 
it emphasizes the importance of considering the 
temporality of perceptions since they can evolve as 
the project progresses.

The findings can serve as a guide for designing 
territorial and regional development strategies that 
balance the economic benefits of the Tren Maya project 
with environmental sustainability and social inclusion. 
The identified social representations highlight the need 
to strengthen citizen participation in decision-making, 
implement policies that equitably distribute economic 
benefits, and mitigate potential environmental impacts. 
In this regard, local policies could focus on promoting 
sustainable tourism entrepreneurship initiatives, 
protecting the region’s natural resources, and improving 
urban infrastructure to accommodate the anticipated 
increase in population and economic activity.

Future research endeavors could focus on long-
term monitoring to assess how social representations 
evolve in response to real events related to Tren Maya. 
Additionally, delving more deeply into the factors 
influencing the formation of these representations and 
comparing experiences with other communities that 
have undergone similar projects, could enhance the 
understanding of Tren Maya’s potential impacts and 
more precisely guide future planning and management 
decisions. One important future line of inquiry would 
be to ask the residents of Chetumal about the impacts 
they experience once the train is fully operational, 
as this would provide valuable insight into how the 
functioning of Tren Maya influences local perceptions 
and attitudes.

Ultimately, the research highlights the necessity for 
a holistic and balanced approach in the implementation 
of Tren Maya in Chetumal. This entails carefully 
weighing economic benefits without losing sight of the 

preservation of cultural and environmental heritage. 
The crux of the matter is that the long-term success 
of the project will be intrinsically linked to the ability 
to manage the complexities and tensions in Chetumal, 
seeking development that is truly sustainable, equitable 
and respectful.
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