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Introduction 
 

 

Background and Context 
 

 

Turneffe Atoll, with its high biodiversity, 

limited anthropogenic threats, has long been 

ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ƎŀǇ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ .ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ 

National Protected Areas System (NPAPSP, 

2005), with sustained lobbying by a number of 

stakeholders (both tourism and fishing 

sectors) towards improved management of 

the Atoll and its resources.  

 

The need for mechanisms to be put in place 

for improved management of the Atoll was 

recognized as early as 1968, and calls for 

protected area status for Turneffe have been 

ƻƴƎƻƛƴƎ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ мффлΩǎΦ Lƴ мффпΣ ǘƘƛǎ 

need was recognized by the Ministries of 

Agriculture & Fisheries, Natural Resources and 

Tourism. As a first step, the University of 

Belize and Coral Caye Conservation 

programme collaborated to establish a 

Marine Research Centre at Calabash Caye, 

collecting and analyzing data to support the 

development of a management plan. 

 

Development guidelines for the Atoll were 

first drafted in 1996 (McGill et al., 1996), as 

part of the Coastal Zone Management 

Programme, and integrated in 1998 into the 

Coastal Zone Management Authority 

activities, with the formation of the Turneffe 

Islands Coastal Advisory Committee (TICAC), 

composed of Turneffe stakeholders, and 

updating of the Turneffe Islands Development 

Guidelines, between 2001 and 2003. Whilst 

these guidelines were never implemented, 

they have formed the basis for the new set of 

SITE INFORMATION 
 

Size: The Atoll itself is approximately 48.3 km long 
and 16.1 km wide (30 miles long and 10 miles 
wide), within a proposed management area 
encompassing approximately 131,690 ha / 1,317 
km

2
 (325,412 acres). 

  
Location: Turneffe Atoll is located 32km (20 miles) 
east of Belize City and is surrounded by deep 
oceanic waters. Turneffe is considered the largest 
and most biologically diverse coral atoll in Belize, 
and in the Mesoamerican Reef ecoregion. 
 
Uses: Extractive and non-extractive ς commercial, 
non industrial fishing (lobster, conch and finfish), 
tourism (including sport fishing, diving, snorkeling 
and ecotours), education and research. 

 
Biodiversity information: The land and seascape 
consists of a network of highly productive flats, 
creeks, and lagoons dotted by more than 150 
mangrove islands and higher cayes with savanna 
and littoral forest. Large expanses of intact 
mangrove and seagrass habitat and shallows 
provide important nursery functionality for a wide 
array of fish species, crocodiles, lobster, conch 
and other invertebrates. In addition, at least three 
known important fish spawning aggregation sites 
have been identified. The Atoll is surrounded on 
all sides by open sea 
 
Facilities (2009):  The Environmental Research 
Institute of the University of Belize manages 
Calabash Caye Field Station. Oceanic Society 
maintains a facility at Blackbird Caye. Three 
resorts also operate on the Atoll ς Turneffe Flats, 
Turneffe Island Resort and Blackbird Caye. The 
Belize Coastguard maintains a manned station on 
Calabash Caye, and Port Authority has lighthouses 
on Mauger Caye and Caye Bokel. 
 
 

 

 

Ron Spilman / SEA 
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guidelines, finalized in 2011 and currently under consideration by Coastal Zone Management 

Authority and Institute. In June of 2010, Turneffe Atoll Trust, with the support of Coastal Zone, 

facilitated the establishment of a stakeholder-based organization - the Turneffe Atoll Sustainability 

Council (TASC) - to represent Turneffe Atoll stakeholders and pursue options for sustainable 

management of Turneffe Atoll.  This effort culminated in a decision to actively seek declaration as a 

marine managed area, integration into the National Protected Areas System. The Fisheries 

Department, as the legislated authority for marine resources, led the initiative for improved 

management of natural resources of Turneffe Atoll, supported by the other members of TASC. 

 
In moving Turneffe Atoll forwards towards an improved management regime, a series of 

management planning workshops facilitated by The Nature Conservancy brought key stakeholders 

together in 2011 to discuss and assess the status of biodiversity of the Atoll, and the threats to the 

continued viability of the area as one of the more pristine, relatively unimpacted, biodiverse sites 

within the Mesoamerican Reef ecoregion.  PǊƛƻǊƛǘȅ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ŀ ΩaŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ ƻŦ 

{ǳŎŎŜǎǎΩ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ǿŀǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ǘƻ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ effective tracking of goal achievement. 

 

The management plan is based on the outputs from the workshops, on stakeholder focal group 

meeting, interviews, discussions and comments, as well as past and ongoing research data from the 

Atoll, and seeks to provide structured programmes, strategies and actions that will lead towards 

fulfilling the stakeholder vision: 

 

 

Turneffe Atoll is a model of effective planning and management that ensures that the 

unique ecological values and associated social and economic benefits are used sustainably 

for future generations through active stakeholder stewardship 

 

 

Turneffe Atoll Management Action Plan 

Workshop One, July, 2011 
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Management Objectives for Turneffe Atoll 

 

Objective One:   

Maintain and improve healthy, resilient, biodiverse reefs of Turneffe Atoll at or above the 
2010 IRHI status of FAIR up to and beyond 2022.  

 

Objective Two:   

By 2017, Turneffe Atoll will be a model for ecologically sustainable tourism, with 100% of 
tourism industry and research stakeholders certified as Best Practices users of the Atoll.  

 

Objective Three:  

By the end of 2012, a documented, weekly multi-agency patrol has been established that 
includes the Belize Fisheries Department, Belize Coast Guard and Stakeholder group (TBD), 
with effective patrolling covering the entire proposed Turneffe Atoll Marine Management 
Area. 

 

Objective Four:  

By 2016, reverse the decline in commercial production demonstrated at Turneffe Atoll over 
the last five years by 50% 

 

Objective Five:  

By the end of 2013, a Fisheries Management Plan is adopted and implemented for the 
Turneffe Atoll through active participation of fisheries resource users, which would consider 
options such as managed access, size limits, gear management, diversification and catch 
quotas.  

 

Objective Six:  

By 2017, the population of invasive lionfish at Turneffe Atoll has been reduced by 50% from 
the 2012 baseline. 

 

Objective Seven:  

By 2013, adopt and implement the TACAC Management guidelines and Best Practices for 
development at Turneffe Atoll 

 

Objective Eight:  

By the end of 2014 establish and implement sustainable financial mechanisms to finance 
operations and management of Turneffe Atoll Managed Area. 

 

 
MAP outputs, 2011 
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Purpose and Scope of Plan 

 
 
Turneffe Atoll, the largest of three offshore Atolls lying to the east of the coastal shelf of Belize, 

ƛǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀƭ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ .ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ ǊŜŜŦ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΣ ŀƴŘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōŜǎǘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ !ǘƻƭƭǎ 

of the Mesoamerican Reef (MAR) region, as well as a global ecological hotspot for marine 

biodiversity. Until its designation as a Marine Reserve in 2012, Turneffe Atoll lay to a greater 

extent outside of the National Protected Areas System, with no management structure or 

presence in place. The Atoll has long been highlighted ŀǎ ŀ ƎŀǇ ƛƴ .ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ tǊƻǘŜŎǘŜŘ 

Areas System, and there has been recognition from many of the stakeholders that management 

of the area needed to be established. This has resulted in the declaration of the Atoll and 

adjacent deep waters as a Marine Reserve. An associated activity is the development of this first 

management plan, to guide the establishment of management activities within the scope of the 

area defined by the participatory management process.  

 

Two regionally important spawning aggregation sites are located on the north-east and south 

walls of the Atoll, and are managed under Fisheries regulations (Statutory Instrument 161 of 

2003). A third site, Maugre Caye, has regulated fishing of Nassau Grouper during spawning 

season, under Statutory Instrument 49 of 2009. A Public Reserve was declared by the Forest 

Department to protect part of Cockroach Beach and the associated lagoon, in recognition of its 

importance as the primary American Saltwater Crocodile nesting site in the country (FD, 2005).  

 

The Plan includes general information on the physical and biological attributes of the Marine 

Reserve, documents the current uses, relevant legislations, identified management challenges, 

defines the goals and objectives of management, summarizes the outputs of the Management 

Action Planning process and climate change assessment outputs, outlines specific management 

programmes, including zoning recommendations, sets in place the means for measuring 

management effectiveness, and recommends an implementation schedule format.   

 
In line with the National Protected Areas Policy and System Plan, this Management Plan reflects 

the participatory approach to management being adopted in Belize today, and has been 

prepared with the input of the key stakeholders of the Atoll, through focal group meetings, a 

series of Management Action Planning workshops, and interviews with a wide variety of 

individuals, including fishermen, the tourism sector, Fisheries Department staff and researchers. 

It seeks to conserve the resources of the management area while promoting economic benefit 

through sustainable fishing and tourism. The management programmes are based on the best 

available data and scientific knowledge available, with the integration of management planning 

strategies.     

 

The management plan seeks to establish an effective management structure, and is designed to 

guide the management of the Marine Reserve through the next five years, providing a 

framework for both broad management activities as well as more specific operational, research 
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and monitoring, and education and outreach activities. It is recommended that detailed annual 

operational plans be developed based on the framework provided by this management plan, 

with an annual review of implementation success, allowing for adaptive management over the 

five year period. 

Photo: Turneffe Atoll Trust 
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1. Current Status 
 
 
 

1.1 Location 
  

Turneffe Atoll Marine Reserve is the largest and best developed of the three atolls within Belize 

territorial waters that lie beyond the barrier reef. It is situated 50km east of the central Belize 

coastline and Belize City, and is accessible by boat, plane and helicopter. The marine protected 

area includes all of the Atoll (1,316.9 sq kms) as well as an area of the surrounding open sea 

(Maps 1, 2 and 3) 

 

Whilst there are no settlements on the Atoll, 

there are a number of developments, 

including three high-end resorts (Turneffe 

Flats, Turneffe Island Resort, 

and Blackbird Caye Resort) 

and two educational / 

research facilities, focused on the marine 

environment (Calabash Caye (University of 

Belize Environmental Research Institute) 

and Blackbird Caye (Oceanic Society).  

 

There are also an estimated twenty five 

semi-permanent fishing camps, scattered 

across the Atoll (Neal, 2011). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Map 1: Location of Turneffe Atoll 
 
 

The Marine Reserve encompases three spawning aggregation sites (two protected under SI 162, 

the third under SI 49 of 2009), and a public reserve protecting the crocodile nesting site at 

Cockroach Beach into the management responsibilities. Until recently, there has been no on-site 

surveillance and enforcement. 

Turneffe Atoll Marine 
Reserve 

Belize City 

San Pedro 

Lighthouse 
Reef 

DƭƻǾŜǊΩǎ 
Reef 

BELIZE 

Dangriga 
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Map 2: Turneffe Atoll: General Location  

Prepared by Adam Lloyd, Wildtracks 
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Map 3: Turneffe Atoll: General Location - Satellite 

Prepared by Adam Lloyd, Wildtracks 










































































































































































































































































































































































































































































