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1. Introduction  
 

 
 

Background and Context  

 
 

Belize is recognized as having some of the least impacted protected areas in Mesoamerica. 

Columbia River Forest Reserve has always been considered one of these, and is situated on the 

south facing slopes of the Maya Mountains Massif, contributing approximately 148,303 acres 

(60,015 hectares) to the 1,260,000 acres of intact forest cover of the Massif. 

 

Columbia River was first established as a Forest Reserve in June 1954 (SI 33 of 1954), in 

recognition of both its importance for watershed protection and for its timber resources. Its 

boundaries were redefined a number of times, most recently in (SI 115 of 1997) to allow for 

community farming extensions, The Forest Reserve is considered to be equivalent to an IUCN 

Category VI area ς a protected area managed mainly for the sustainable use of natural 

ecosystems (IUCN, 1994). 

 

A number of biological assessments of Columbia River Forest Reserve (pre- and post-Hurricane 

Iris) recognized the national and international biodiversity importance of the protected area 

(Matola et. al., 1991; Parker et. al. 1993; Meerman & Matola, 1997; Meerman, 2004; Walker 

and Walker, 2008; Walker, 2009.), and its critical role in watershed protection in southern 

Belize. The wet forests on the windward slopes of the southern Maya Mountains Massif are 

considered to be the most species-rich in Belize, and include both lowland and upper elevation 

species, with approximately 80% of both ΨTropical evergreen broad-leaved submontane forest 

on steep karstic hillsΩ and ΨTropical evergreen broad-leaved submontane forest on rolling karstic 

hillsΩ in Belize occurring within the Forest ReserveΩǎ boundaries.  

 

/ƻƭǳƳōƛŀ wƛǾŜǊ CƻǊŜǎǘ wŜǎŜǊǾŜ ƛǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŀƴ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŎƻƳǇƻƴŜƴǘ ƻŦ .ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

Protected Areas System in system-level planning initiatives under the National Protected Area 

Policy and System Plan project (NPAPSP, 2005), as part of the Maya Mountains Massif (MMM), 

the Maya Mountains Marine Corridor (MMMC) and the and the Maya Golden Landscape (MGL) 

Development Strategy). The amphibian species assemblages on the 700m plateau, and the plant 

species assemblages of Little Quartz Ridge, at approximately 900m, show affinities to the 

highlands of Guatemala, whilst the karst hill tops are floristically more similar to the Antillean 

flora, both reflecting the tectonic history of the Central American isthmus, where continental 

plates have collided. It has also recently been demonstrated to be unique in Belize based on 

initial surveys ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀƳǇƘƛōƛŀƴ ŦŀǳƴŀΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǘƻ ǊŀǘŜ ŀǎ ŀƴ ά!ƭƭƛŀƴŎŜ Ŧƻr Zero 

9ȄǘƛƴŎǘƛƻƴέ ǎƛǘŜΦ ¦ƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ¢ŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭ !ǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ aŀȅŀ aƻǳƴǘŀƛƴǎ aŀǎǎƛŦΣ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ 
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northern portion of the Forest Reserve was highlighted as a priority conservation area, falling 

within the MMM system level Conservation Zone.  

 

Whilst Columbia River Forest Reserve has been managed in the past primarily as a timber 

extraction resource, with restricted access and few benefits to the local communities, this 

strategic management plan, developed under the Forest Department, has been developed with 

ǘƘŜ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ CƻǊŜǎǘ wŜǎŜǊǾŜΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƻŦ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘŜŘ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΦ Lǘ 

also incorporates the concepts of the National Protected Areas Policy and System Plan ς 

particularly those of access and benefits for local stakeholders, and mechanisms for 

participatory input into management planning and implementation by those most affected by 

management decisions for Columbia River Forest Reserve. 

 

  

Purpose and Scope  of Plan  

 
The management of Columbia River Forest Reserve has been guided in the past by its 

categorization as a Forest Reserve (under the Forest Act, 1982), being set aside:   

 

for the protection of forests for management of timber extraction and/or the 

conservation of soils, watersheds and wildlife resources 

 

This is the second management plan for the Forest Reserve (the first, a draft management plan, 

was produced in 1994 (Bird, 1994), and seeks to protect the resources of the Reserve whilst also 

exploring options for economic benefit of adjacent communities through sustainable resource 

use and management.  

 

The document follows the National Management Plan Framework required by the National 

Protected Area Policy and System Plan (NPAPSP, 2006), and includes general information on the 

physical and biological attributes of the protected area, documents the current uses and 

management problems, defines the goals and objectives, summarizes conservation planning 

outputs, outlines specific management programmes, including a revised zoning plan, sets in 

place the means for measuring effectiveness of implementation, and recommends an 

implementation schedule. The Plan is designed to guide the management of the Forest Reserve 

through the next five years, providing a framework for both broad management activities as 

well as more specific research and monitoring activities. The management programmes are 

based on the best data and scientific knowledge available, with the integration of information 

from previous and current ecological assessments, the conservation planning workshops, and 

community review. 

 

It takes into consideration the system-level planning initiatives of the area ς the Maya 

Mountains Massif and the Maya Mountain Marine Corridor, including zoning and conservation 
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planning recommendations, and incorporates the principles of system level collaboration 

towards more effective management.  

 

The plan has been developed with the participatory input of the majority of the stakeholder 

communities adjacent to the protected area (San Vicente, San Jose, Na Lum Cah, Crique Jute, 

San Pedro Columbia, San Miguel, Indian Creek, Golden Stream and Medina Bank), through a 

series of meetings, workshops and interviews with community members, and input from the 

tourism and industrial resource extraction sectors. This is in line with national and international 

recommendations that recognize the following premises (Beltran, 2000): 

 

άtǊƻǘŜŎǘŜŘ ŀǊŜŀǎ ǿƛƭƭ ǎǳǊǾƛǾŜ ƻƴƭȅ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǎŜŜƴ ǘƻ ōŜ ƻŦ ǾŀƭǳŜΧǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ŀ 

whole, and to local people in particular 

 

Government and protected area managers should incorporate customary resource use 

and indigenous land tenure, as well as control systems, as a means of enhancing 

biodiversity conservation 

 

Knowledge, innovations and practices of indigenous peoples have much to contribute to 

ǘƘŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘŜŘ ŀǊŜŀǎέ 

 

 

The Management Planning process incorporates a number of key concepts contained in the 

sustainable resource benefit principles ŀŘƻǇǘŜŘ ōȅ L¦/b ŀƴŘ ²²CΧ 

 

Á Compatibility between protected area objectives and those of indigenous and 

traditional peoples 

Á Rights of traditional peoples to the traditional use of their lands and resources 

Á Recognition of the decision making institutions and mechanisms of indigenous and 

traditional peoples 

Á Access of indigenous peoples to the benefits associated with protected areas 

 

Fernandez-Baca et. al., 2007 

 

ΧŀƴŘ ǎŜŜƪǎ ǘƻ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ in management decisions, to promote access to 

and sustainable management of the resources, whilst aligning this with the national framework 

for protected areas in Belize.  
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The Plan recognizes that there is currently a land conflict within the area, with a number of 

communities with rapidly increasing populations wishing to expand their agricultural areas into 

the Forest Reserve. This is further complicated by the Maya Land Rights issues, with the Maya 

LeadersΩ Alliance leading the movement towards recognition of the Maya rights to the lands 

they occupy, and rights to continue to use other lands such as Columbia River Forest Reserve for 

traditional activities such as hunting, fishing and gathering foods, medicinal plants and materials 

used in the construction of houses, and for sustaining the Maya culture and economy. It also 

takes into consideration the ten point agreement signed between the Government of Belize and 

the Maya People of Southern Belize in 2000. 

 

The management plan also seeks to ensure integrated landscape management, with 

recognition of the landscape values of the Forest Reserve, particularly in ensuring continued 

water security security and improved local livelihoods for Toledo, through planning that is set 

within a framework of landscape-scale sustainable development objectives, over appropriate 

spatial and temporal scales, and a focus on developing mechanisms for integrated decision 

making, with restructuring of past legal and institutional fragmentation between civil society 

organizations to build consensus towards sustainable use. 

 

Integrated management will be reliant on building a strong foundation over the next few years, 

with capacity building, support and increased communication and collaboration between all 

stakeholders. 

 

It is recommended that operational plans should be developed on an annual basis, based on the 

framework provided by this management plan, and an annual review of implementation success 

be conducted, to allow for adaptive management over the five year period. 
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2. Current Status  
 

 
 

2.1 Location  

   
 

Columbia River Forest Reserve is situated in Toledo District, in 

southern Belize (Map 1), and is the most southerly of the 

protected areas within the Maya Mountains Massif system. It 

occupies approximately 148,303 acres (60,015 hectares), and is 

centred on UTM coordinates 282923 East and 1811974 Nnorth 

(UTM Zone 16N, NAD 1927), and is managed directly by the 

Forest Department. The western boundary of the reserve 

follows the Belize-Guatemala border, and it is bordered to the 

north by the Chiquibul National Park and Bladen Nature 

Reserve. To the east, the border is contiguous with that of the 

Deep River Forest Reserve, whilst to the south lies a landscape 

of agriculture, forest and villages.  

 

The Forest Reserve is part of the Maya Mountains Massif ς the 

mountainous uplands that form the core of Belize, with watersheds flowing eastwards to the 

southern coastal plain (Map 2) 

 

Columbia River Forest Reserve was first established in June 1954 by Statutory Instrument 33, 

with an area of 110,720 acres. In May 1977, it was reduced to 102,965 acres (SI 40 of 1997). The 

most recent redefinition of the boundaries was in 1997 (SI 115 of 1997), extending the area of 

the Forest Reserve to the north east, with the incorporation of the south-western portion of the 

Maya Mountain Forest Reserve, and a realignment of the southern boundary in areas where 

agricultural incursions had occurred. The La Sierra area was also dereserved, to allow for the 

development of an archaeological station under the Dunham project. Following opposition from 

Medina Bank, however, the area did not become an Archaeological Reserve, and is now used for 

agriculture by the community. 

  

Punta Gorda, the administrative centre for this district, lies approximately 40km in a straight line 

southeast from the Forest Reserve. Punta Gorda is a multicultural town with a population 

estimated at approximately 5,300 (CSO, 2007 estimate), surrounded by traditional Ketchi and 

Mopan Maya villages.  

 

Map 1: Location of the 
Columbia River Forest Reserve 
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The nearest communities to Columbia River Forest Reserve within Belize are spread along the 

southern border of the protected area ς eleven Maya villages highlighted as important 

stakeholders, many still reliant on forest resources for house construction, medicinal plants, 

subsistence hunting and other food supplements. There are also adjacent communities on the 

Guatemala side, with illegal incursions placing significant pressure on the natural resources and 

integrity of the Forest Reserve (Map 3). 

 

A number of access routes created by past logging initiatives facilitate entry to the Forest 

Reserve, with primary access points through San Jose and San Pedro Columbia, both of which 

are located on roads that run west from the Southern Highway.  
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Map 2: Landscape Context / 1 
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Map 3: Landscape Context / 2 
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2.2 Regional Context  

 
 
 

/ƻƭǳƳōƛŀ wƛǾŜǊ CƻǊŜǎǘ wŜǎŜǊǾŜ ƭƛŜǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ aŜǎƻŀƳŜǊƛŎŀΣ ŀ ǊŜƎƛƻƴ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ǿƻǊƭŘ ΨƘƻǘǎǇƻǘ 

ŦƻǊ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΩ ό/ƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ LƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭΣ нллоύΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 

preservation of the biodiversity of the Western Hemisphere. Here, the Nearctic bioregions of 

North America converge with the Neotropical bioregions of South America, and, in Belize in 

particular, also with the Greater Antillean bioregion of the Caribbean. Each of these three brings 

a unique assemblage of plants and animals, resulting in a particularly rich biodiversity, with 

components of all three regions being represented within the Mesoamerican land bridge. This 

ŀǊŜŀ Ŏƻƴǘŀƛƴǎ у҈ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ƪƴƻǿƴ Ǉƭŀƴǘ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ мл҈ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ǾŜǊǘŜōǊŀǘŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ōǊƛŘƎŜ Ƙŀǎ 

also enabled the movement of species between the North and South American regions since the 

late Pliocene, and is still of vital importance today to migratory bird species, both as a corridor 

and as an over-wintering location.  

 

The entire Mesoamerican region has suffered from an alarming rate of deforestation, with as 

much as two thirds of the forest having been converted into agricultural land within the last 50 

years, much of which has then often been degraded by unsustainable agricultural practices and 

cattle-farming. Belize, with its relatively low population, and large areas of intact natural 

vegetation, plays an important role in the survival of many of the threatened species of 

Mesoamerica, and is an important waypoint for Nearctic and Neotropical migrants.  

 

Until recently, Belize had escaped most of the more destructive land clearance, but in the south 

of the country large cattle farms are now appearing alongside the more established citrus, 

banana and rice farms. The population of the country is increasing at a rate of 2.21% per year 

(CIA, 2008), resulting in increasing pressure on land and natural resources. 

 

Belize is a signatory to several international agreements concerning issues such as 

environmental management and development, and effective management of Columbia River 

Forest Reserve contributes to meeting these commitments (Table 1).  

 

A number of other international conventions and agreements have also been signed by Belize, 

ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘ ǘƻ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀ wƛǾŜǊ CƻǊŜǎǘ wŜǎŜǊǾŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ŀǎǎƛǎǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŦǳƭŦƛƭƭƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ .ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ 

commitments: 

 

Á UNESCO Man and the Biosphere Programme (1990) 

Á International Plant Protection Convention (Rome, 1951) 
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Several regional endeavours have been agreed upon to help balance environmental concerns 

and development, with the creation of the Central American Commission for Environment and 

Development (CCAD) in 1989, the Convention for the Conservation of Biodiversity and 

Protection of Priority Wilderness Areas in Central America (developed at the XII Central 

American Summit, in Managua, 1992), and the Regional Alliance for Sustainable Development 

(ALIDES) (1994) (Table 2). The Government of Belize reaffirmed its commitment to ALIDES at the 

First Mesoamerican Congress on Protected Areas in Managua (2003) through the signing of the 

Managua Declaration (Ministry of Natural Resources, 2003).  

 

In addition to these agreements is PARCA (the Environmental Plan for Central America), 

established in 1999 with the aim of strengthening regional environmental management through 

regional planning strategies and environmental standards. This is further strengthened through 

more specific bilateral and multilateral agreements focused on transboundary protected areas 

between Belize and its neighbours.   

Maya artifacts are covered under the Convention on the Protection of Archaeological, 

Historical and Artistic Heritage of American Nations (1976). 

 

Table 1: International agreements with relevance to Columbia River Forest Reserve 

International Agreement Ways in which CRFR assists in meeting these obligations 

Convention on Biological Diversity (Rio de 
Janeiro, 1992) Ratified in 1993 
 
To conserve biological diversity to promote 
the sustainable use of its components, and 
encourage equitable sharing of benefits 
arising from the utilization of natural 
resources.  

Columbia River Forest Reserve (CRFR) is an important 
part of the national protected areas system, protecting 
biodiversity and threatened species. The current 
Management Planning initiative focuses also on benefits 
to stakeholder communities, and participation in future 
management of the resources on which they are 
dependent. 

United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change (New York, 1992) 
 
Aims to reduce global warming and to 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions 
throughout the world. 

Belize is identified by the 1994 National Inventory as a 
net remover of CO2, the high percentage of vegetation 
cover estimated to be absorbing 6 billion tons of CO2 a 
year against a total emission estimated at 3 million tons  
tons (1

st
 report to IPCC, 2002). Greenhouse Gas emissions 

are considered to have increased by 27.3%, by 2000, the 
second reporting period (2

nd
 report to IPCC, draft), yet 

the area under forest cover remained relatively constant.  
The continued maintenance of Columbia River Forest 
Reserve contributes to the high national percentage of 
vegetation cover ς ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ .ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ ŀŘŀǇǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ 
mitigation commitments as an Annex II country ς and will 
become increasingly more important in the future in 
ŦǳƭŦƛƭƭƛƴƎ .ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ Ǝƭƻōŀl commitments to balancing 
emissions on the global scale. 
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Table 2: Regional agreements with relevance to Columbia River Forest Reserve 

Regional Agreement Ways in which CRFR assists in meeting these 
obligations 

Alliance for the Sustainable Development of 
Central America (ALIDES) (1994) 
 
Regional alliance supporting sustainable 
development initiatives. 
Á To increase regional integration for economic, 

social and political development, and 
environmental management. 

Á To promote the establishment of a biological 
corridor linking protected areas throughout 
Central America. 

The National protected Area Policy and System Plan 
(Meerman and Wilson: 2005) and Maya Mountains 
Massif Technical Assessment (Walker et. al. 2007) 
both highlight the Maya Mountains Massif, 
including CRFR, as a critical forest node for 
connectivity of protected areas in Mesoamerica.  

Central American Commission for Environment 
and Development (CCAD) (1989)  
 
Regional organisation of Heads of State responsible 
for the environment from each Central American 
country, formed under ALIDES. 
  
Á To improve quality of life in Central America 

through sustainable use of natural resources, 
control of pollution and reversal of 
environmental degradation, through policies 
on environment and development, 
encouraging participation from the public, 
capacity building of institutions and to develop 
funding mechanisms. 

 
CCAD implemented and manages the 
Mesoamerican Biological Corridors Programme, 
which aims to establish corridors of natural 
vegetation throughout Central America to link 
protected areas. A central concept of the 
programme is sustainable development. 

The current management planning initiative 
encourages community participation and input into 
the planning process, with the objective of 
increasing benefits and opportunities for local 
stakeholders. 
 
Columbia River Forest Reserve itself is a critical 
component of the Maya Mountains Massif, one of 
the key forest nodes identified within the 
Mesoamerican Biological Corridor, highlighted for 
its importance in the maintenance of biodiversity in 
Central America. 
. 
 

Convention on the Conservation of Biodiversity 
and the Protection of Priority Wilderness Areas in 
Central America (Managua, 1992) 
 
To conserve biological resources in Central America 
and to recognise their value for economic and social 
development. 
 
Á To recognise and preserve the knowledge held 

by indigenous groups in the region that 
contributes to conservation and the 
sustainable use of resources. 

Columbia River Forest Reserve protects biodiversity 
resources and critical watershed functionality that 
are recognised for their importance at both local 
and national level. Whilst past management 
concentrated on forestry extraction, the future 
management goal includes mechanisms to assist 
local communities to benefit from these resources.  
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2.3 National Context  
 

2.3.1 Legal and Policy Framework  

 

Columbia River Forest Reserve is a national protected area, most recently redefined by Statutory 

Instrument 115 of 1997 under the Forest Act (1982), and currently managed directly by the 

Forest Department.  

 

 

History of establishment 

 

Columbia River Forest Reserve was first established under the Forest Protection Act in June 

1954 by Statutory Instrument 33, with an area of 110,720 acres. It has, since then, undergone 

two further amendments ς the first in May 1977, when the size was reduced to 102,965 acres 

(SI 40 of 1977), and more recently with a redefinition of the boundaries in 1997 (SI 115 of 1997), 

extending the area of the Forest Reserve to the north east, with the incorporation of the south-

western portion of the Maya Mountain Forest Reserve, and a realignment of the southern 

boundary where agricultural incursions had occurred.  

 

The La Sierra area was also dereserved to allow for the development of an archaeological 

station under the Dunham archaeological project. The area is now used for agriculture by 

Medina Bank. 

 
 
Site Status 
 

Columbia River is designated as a Forest Reserve. This is one of five distinct categories of 

protected area under the mandate of the Forest Department (under the Ministry of Natural 

Resources), which has the responsibility for the establishment and management of all five of 

these categories, each of which has specific restrictions strictly defined by law (Table 3).  Of the 

five, the Forest Reserves category is the only one to be designated under the Forests Act (1927), 

and the only one permitting extractive activities. 

 

The Forest Reserve designation is for the protection of forests for sustainable management of 

timber extraction, whilst also conserving soils, watersheds and wildlife resources. It allows for 

research, tourism and education and, unlike the categories that fall under the National Parks 

System Act, also for harvesting of natural resources (primarily timber), if conducted sustainably.  
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Table 3: Categories of Protected Areas in Belize 

Category 
Legal 

Foundation 
Purpose 

Activities 
Permitted 

Nature Reserve National Parks 
System Act, 
1981 

To protect biological communities or species, and 
maintain natural processes in an undisturbed 
state. 

Research, 
education 

National Park National Parks 
System Act, 
1981 

To protect and preserve natural and scenic values 
of national significance for the benefit and 
enjoyment of the general public. 

Research, 
education, 
tourism 

Natural 
Monument 

National Parks 
System Act, 
1981 

To protect and preserve natural features of 
national significance. 

Research, 
education, 
tourism 

Wildlife 
Sanctuary 

National Parks 
System Act, 
1981 

To protect nationally significant species, biotic 
communities or physical features. 
 

Research, 
education, 
tourism 

Forest Reserve 
Columbia River 
Forest Reserve 

Forests Act, 
1927 

To protect forests for management of timber 
extraction and/or the conservation of soils, 
watersheds and wildlife resources. 
CRFR was designated under this category 

Research, 
education, 
tourism, 
sustainable 
extraction 

 
 

Under the NPAPSP, the equivalent IUCN designation is considered to be Category VI: A 

protected area managed mainly for the sustainable use of natural ecosystems. This is defined 

as an: 

 

ά!ǊŜŀ ŎƻƴǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǇǊŜŘƻƳƛƴŀƴǘƭȅ ǳƴƳƻŘƛŦƛŜŘ natural systems, managed to ensure long 

term protection and maintenance of biological diversity, while providing at the same 

ǘƛƳŜΣ ŀ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ Ŧƭƻǿ ƻŦ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ǘƻ ƳŜŜǘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ƴŜŜŘǎΦέ 

 

With the following management objectives 

 

1. To protect and maintain the biological diversity and other natural values of the area in the 

long term;  

 

2. To promote sound management practices for sustainable production purposes;  

 

3. To protect the natural resource base from being alienated for other land-use purposes 

ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŘŜǘǊƛƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŀǊŜŀΩǎ ōƛƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΤ ŀƴŘ  

 

4. To contribute to regional and national development.  
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¦ƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ L¦/b ƎǳƛŘŜƭƛƴŜǎΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ άǳƴŘŜǊǘŀƪŜƴ ōȅ ǇǳōƭƛŎ 

bodies with an unambiguous remit for conservation, and carried out in partnership with the 

local community; or management may be provided through local custom supported and advised 

by governmental or non ς ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ŀƎŜƴŎƛŜǎέΦ  

 

National Planning Strategies 

 

The national objectives for conservation revolve around the protection, conservation and 

Ǌŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ .ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ ƘǳƳŀƴ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΦ 

These objectives are supported by the National Strategy on Biodiversity, through the National 

Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan (Jacobs and Castaneda, 1998) (though this was never 

ratified at Government level), and more recently, the National Protected Areas Policy and 

System Plan (NPAPSP) (Meerman and Wilson: 2005), adopted by the Government of Belize in 

2006. Management is theoretically guided by the National Protected Areas Policy and System 

Plan, although limited resources currently restrict effective management. 

 

The overall goals of both the National Biodiversity Strategy and the NPAPSP reflect the national 

objectives - ecological and economic sustainability over the long term, and recognize the need 

to build both human and institutional capacity to effectively manage the biodiversity resources 

within Belize. There are also moves towards decentralisation of the management of these 

resources, with a strong focus on co-management partnerships, community-based participation 

and equitable benefit from conservation efforts.  

 

 

Legal Framework 

 

The conservation framework of Belize is supported by a number of laws designed to protect 

wildlife and national heritage within the country. The Forests Act (1927) and National Parks 

System Act (1981) are responsible for the establishment and management of protected areas, 

and the Wildlife Protection Act (1981) addresses the need to protect wildlife resources within 

Belize. All three are administered by the Forest Department, under the Ministry of Natural 

Resources.  

 

Archaeological sites are protected under the Ancient Monuments and Antiquities Act (1971), 

administered by the National Institute of Culture and History, under the Ministry of Tourism, 

Civil Aviation and Culture. 

 

The Mines and Minerals Act (1989) and the Petroleum Act (1991), which regulate the 

exploration and extraction of all non-renewable resources, govern the exploration for and 

extraction of non-renewable natural resources. These Acts regulate activities such as 

prospecting. Little Quartz Ridge, in particular, has been highlighted for its mineral potential.  
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The legislation under the Agricultural Fires Act (1958), whilst seldom implemented, does 

provide a mechanism for addressing poorly managed agricultural fires, which are of significant 

concern along the southern border of the protected area, where land clearance for farmland is 

occurring. 

 

Whilst the above are the legislative Acts most relevant to Columbia River Forest Reserve, there 

are others, such as the Fisheries Act (1948), administered by the Fisheries Department, under 

the Ministry of Agriculture. This is the principal governing legislation to regulate the fishing 

industry, being directly concerned with maintaining sustainable fish stocks. Whilst it is primarily 

focused on the marine environment, it does also provide legislation for the protection of 

freshwater species. The Environmental Protection Act (1992) was drawn up under the 

Department of the Environment (Ministry of Natural Resources), with the aim of ensuring that 

development initiatives within Belize are planned to minimize their environmental impact. This 

legislation is in place to provide a framework for ensuring developments such as the Belize 

Hydroelectric Development and Management Company (BHD) dam, proposed for the Bladen 

Nature Reserve / Columbia River Forest Reserve boundary, are planned, sited and constructed 

through a due process of permits and multi-agency communication that takes into consideration 

the ecological implications of such developments. 

 

There is currently significant fragmentation in decision making, with these different Acts falling 
under different Ministries. This is being addressed through the National Protected Areas Policy 
and System Plan (NPAPSP; Figure 1), under which a single directive body ς the National 
Protected Areas Committee ς has been established. NPAC includes representatives from 
different ministries in an attempt to bridge some of the communication gaps that have caused 
significant problems for protected areas in the past. More recently, the Policy Coordination & 
Planning Unit has been tasked to strengthen NPAC and ensure a greater level of inter-
departmental communication and coordination than has been the case to date.  It may still, 
however, be some time before Government demonstrates a meaningful commitment to the 
NPAPSP, and before NPAC becomes functional. 
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National Protected Area Policy Declaration 
 

Recognizing that: 
 
Protected areas in Belize provide irreplaceable public benefits from ecosystem 
services such as clean water, clean air, carbon sinks, gene pools, baseline data for 
research and development, all of which contribute to the local, national and regional 
economies, 
 
And that: 
 
Protected areas are an important resource base for the development and 
strengthening of economic activities and contribute to poverty elimination by 
supporting industries such as agriculture, tourism, fisheries, timber and non-timber 
products, research, bio-prospecting, mining, water and energy services among 
others: 
 
¢ƘŜ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ .ŜƭƛȊŜ ǎƘŀƭƭ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ .ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘŜŘ 
areas by educating and encouraging resource users and the general public to 
properly conserve the biological diversity contained in these areas in order to 
maintain and enhance the quality of life for all. This shall be achieved by facilitating 
the participation of local communities and other stakeholders in decision making 
and the equitable distribution of benefits derived from them, through adequate 
institutional and human capacity building and collaborative research and 
development. 
 
General Principles: 
 
The Government of Belize shall: 
 

1. Assure, for all Belizeans, safe, healthy, productive, aesthetically and 
culturally pleasing surroundings by preserving important historic, 
ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭΣ ŀŜǎǘƘŜǘƛŎ ŀƴŘ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ .ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜΤ 

 
2. Promote the widest range of beneficial uses of biodiversity without 

degradation, risk to health or safety, or other undesirable and unintended 
consequences in order to provide for sustainable economic development; 
 

3. Achieve a balance between population and biodiversity resource use 
which will permit a higher standard of living and the conservation of 
natural resources for future generations; 
 

4. Enhance the quality of renewable resources and strive for the optimum 
use of non-renewable resources. 

 
NPAPSP, 2005 

Figure 1 
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2.3.2 Land Tenure  

 

Columbia River Forest Reserve is national land, designated as a protected area under the 

mandate of the Forest Department, with any activity within the protected area requiring 

approval.  

 

Within the landscape context, the Forest Reserve protects the headwaters within a landscape 

spectrum that stretches from tropical broadleaf forest, through agricultural lands, urban areas, 

coastal strand and shallow coastal waters, to seagrass and coral reef (Map 2), interconnected by 

rivers that flow from the Forest Reserve to the sea.  

 

Land tenure in the adjacent villages includes lease land holdings and informal community lands, 

with traditional village boundaries and land use practices still respected by the majority of the 

community members.  Households often use 25 to 50 acre parcels, used for small scale 

agriculture, and any unallocated national land is used for resource extraction in a communal 

manner, with the Alcalde and the Chairman exercising some management over the resources. 

National lands adjacent to the villages (including Columbia River Forest Reserve) are used 

primarily for hunting, fishing, and house material extraction. Community and private lands are 

gradually encroaching into the buffering forest forming the southern margin of the Forest 

Reserve, with some agricultural incursions into the Forest Reserve itself 

 

There is currently a land tenure conflict in Southern Belize that has implications on management 

of Columbia River Forest Reserve, with the Maya Leaders Alliance leading the movement 

towards an equitable land governance system for the traditional Maya communities, with 

control of resource use for sustainable development.  

 

Maya Leaders Alliance  
Mission Statement  
 

To identify Maya land use and occupancy in southern Belize so as to develop an 
equitable land governance system that asserts our control and ownership of 
ancestral lands and resources to ensure the sustainable development of our people. 
 

It is important to note the following points 6, 7, 8 and 9 from the Ten Point Agreement signed 

between the Maya Leaders1 and the Government of Belize in 2000,  

 

6. That the GOB recognizes that the Maya People have rights to lands and 

resources in southern Belize based on their long-standing use and occupancy.  

                                                 

1 Toledo Maya Cultural Council, the Toledo Alcaldes Association, the K'ekchi Council Of Belize, the Toledo 

Maya Women's Council and the Association Of Village Council Chairpersons - collectively described in the 
Ten Point Agreement as the Maya Leaders Representing The Maya Peoples Of Southern Belize  
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7. That the first consideration of the partnership between the GOB and the Maya 

Leaders will be the establishment of a program to address the urgent land 

needs of the Maya communities of the south, including the surveying and 

distribution of lands or establishing and protecting communal lands, depending 

on the various needs of the Maya communities. The GOB and the Maya leaders 

shall develop, within four (4) months after the signing of this agreement, a 

framework and target dates, as well as administrative and other measures for 

the implementation of the programme.  

 

8. That the second consideration of the Partnership shall be to develop within four 

(4) months after the completion of the paragraph (7) objectives, a framework 

and target dates to resolve other matters of mutual concern, including: a. 

Sustainable management of natural resources within the 'Maya traditional land 

use areas', and equitable distribution of their benefits amongst the Maya 

communities; b. Protection of Maya cultural practices and management of 

Maya cultural heritage; c. Reform and status of community governance 

institutions; and d. Other issues as agreed upon by the GOB and the Maya 

Leaders.  

 

9. That the Partnership shall, with mutually agreed upon technical assistance as 

appropriate, review and make recommendations about applications for large 

land leases, licenses for logging or oil exploration or extraction, assess their 

social, environmental and cultural impacts, and make recommendations about 

their conditions and status.  

From: Ten Points of Agreement: The Government of Belize and the Maya Peoples of Southern Belize 
(2000) 

 

Whilst this Management Plan is not developed specifically as part of the Government 

commitments under this agreement, it is in line with its principles, as one of the aims of the 

integrated landscape management process is to ensure increased access to, and control of, 

traditional natural resources by the buffering communities.  

 

2.3.3 Evaluation of Protected Area  

 
 

Columbia River Forest Reserve provides a number of critical ecosystem and landscape functions 

at both national and regional level, as part of one of the largest remaining contiguous blocks of 

forest in Central America. It is recognized for its contribution towards the maintenance of the 

matrix of tropical broadleaf forests that are characteristic of northern Mesoamerica, but are 



Columbia River Forest Reserve  ï Strategic Management Plan  

2011 -  2015  
  

Wildtracks, 2009   20  
 

currently greatly diminished in comparison with the historic range, and was highlighted under 

the Technical Assessment for the Maya Mountains Massif as a key biodiversity area (Map 4). 

 

Previous assessments have highlighted the value of the area: 
 

Based on the preliminary results of floral and faunal surveys in the Columbia 
River Forest Reserve, we can say without any hesitation that the evergreen 
forests of this area (and contiguous areas such as the Upper Bladen River and 
Upper Raspaculo River basin to the north) are of great national and international 
importance as a reservoir of biological diversity. Our studies strongly suggest 
that the most species-rich plant and animal communities in Belize occur in the 
wet forests at 600-900 m on the windward slopes of the southern Maya 
Mountains in the Toledo District.  

                                                    Parker et. al. 1993 
 
..which is further supported by the biodiversity component of the Rapid Assessment and 
Prioritization of Protected Area Management (RAPPAM) process, conducted as part of the Maya 
Mountain Massive system level technical assessment (Walker and Walker, 2008).  
 
 

Threatened Species: Columbia River Forest Reserve protects a unique assemblage of species 

within Belize...including three Critically Endangered species ς aƻǊŜƭŜǘΩǎ ¢ǊŜŜŦǊƻƎ όAgalychnis 

moreletii), Coffeus Rain Frog (Craugastor coffeus) and the cycad species Zamia prasina. Also 

recorded from the Forest Reserve are ten Endangered species - including the charismatic black 

howler monkey (Alouatta pigraύ ŀƴŘ .ŀƛǊŘΩǎ ǘŀǇƛǊ όTapirus bairdii) (IUCN, 2008), and fifteen 

Vulnerable species (Table 4). A number of Near Threatened species are recorded in the area ς 

jaguar and white lipped peccary among them, though conservation planning meetings with local 

communities suggest that game species numbers are much reduced, with extensive hunting, 

especially in the western part of the Forest Reserve, from communities on the Guatemalan side 

of the border. 

 

In conjunction with the rest of the Maya Mountains Massif, it is considered to provide a 

minimum dynamic area for all but the largest vertebrate species. Many of the National Species 

of Concern (NPAPSP, 2005) are also present in the area, including the five species of cats and the 

popular game species (including white-lipped peccary), as well as a restricted range sub-species 

of the Central American spider monkey. 
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CRFR 

Map 4: Key Biodiversity Area 






























































































































































































































































































