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Abstract
Community co-management of natural resources involves sharing of management
responsibilities between a community organization and a government agency. One of the
factors hindering successful capacity-building programs targeted at community
organizations is the lack of a clear definition of what capacities are required for
management of a protected area. Using a synthetic approach, six evaluation and training
models were analyzed to produce a list of thirteen training objectives for building comanagement capacity in communities. Stakeholders invested in the management of three
community-based co-management projects in Belize were interviewed with the goal of
evaluating the capacity of the communities to co-manage. Although community members
had received some training to develop their skills in the past, many in Belize, from
government officials to outside evaluators to community members themselves, are in
agreement that communities need more skills, knowledge and resources to effectively and
efficiently be co-management partners with the government. From the list of training
objectives, a curriculum that utilizes methods geared towards training adults was
developed. These methods draw upon existing relationships between the communities,
the government, nongovernmental organizations and the Peace Corps, utilizing the
unique perspective and skills of each stakeholder. It is recommended that the
Government of Belize take a greater role in the building of community capacity through
the implementation of a more comprehensive and longer-term training program.
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Chapter One - Introduction
Overview
Community-based Co-management
Integrated conservation and development projects (ICDPs) and other community-based
approaches to conservation aim to conserve biodiversity and foster socioeconomic
development of local communities by encouraging sustainable use of natural resources.
These initiatives stress that local communities must participate in conservation of the
environment (Brown and Wyckoff-Baird 1992). The social organization of communities
for the management of natural resources has taken place throughout history, and is a
“fundamental attribute of human communities” (Borrini-Feyerabend et al. 2004). BorriniFeyerabend et al.(2004, 8) note, “ In most cases, culture-based relationships of solidarity
and reciprocity, the presence of communal property regimes and the collective building
of local knowledge and skills through extended experience in managing the resources,
succeeded in producing cohesive and sustainable systems.” Because local communities
are more stable temporally and spatially than national governments, participation of local
people in conservation initiatives can help to ensure their stability and longevity.

In modern times, this historical value of community management has often been
overlooked or negated in an effort to develop and modernize, leading to a pervasive
degradation of resources throughout the world. Common in many parts of the world,
now, are situations of virtual “open access” to state resources, where limited means to
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control and manage designated protected areas by a government leads to “paper parks”
and widespread non-sustainable exploitation of resources (Borrini-Feyerabend et al.
2004). Some prominent conservation practitioners argue that integrating social and
community development goals into conservation efforts is ineffective, inefficient and
fails to recognize that “local people are only minor players in a much larger theater”
(Terborgh 1999, 169).

In recent years, however, several governments and nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs) internationally have made attempts to incorporate communities into the planning
and management of national parks and protected areas. In contrast to traditional, topdown parks solely managed by government bodies, community-based co-management
appreciates that communities are often integrated culturally, geographically and
economically with the proposed protected area, and encourages collaboration between
communities and regulatory bodies. In turn, the unique relationship that these
communities have to the resources is viewed not as an impediment to creating a protected
area, but rather a potential avenue for sustainable management, whereby stakeholders
may share management responsibility with the government. (e.g. Pinkerton 1989;
McConney 1998; Brown and Pomeroy 1999). Borrini-Feyerabend et al. (2004, 35) write
that, “Understanding and supporting the efforts made by communities to experiment and
combine old and new elements as part of their [Natural Resource Management] systems
is essential for programmes or projects willing to improve the use of natural resources in
a participatory way.” Wilshusen et al. (2002, 19) assert that by “not responding
comprehensively to the human organizational complexity of conservation challenges, we
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conclude that exclusive reliance on authoritarian protectionism most likely will not
achieve the desired end of nature protection.”

In actuality, the authority relationship between governments and communities varies
depending upon many factors, including the characteristics of the protected area, legal
agreements, national policies, community political climate, etc. The most common onthe-ground management relationships can be viewed as a continuum between complete
government authority and complete community authority (Figure 1).

Government Authority

Community Authority

Very High

Minimal
A. Top-Down, Outside Management
B. Consultation (Informal)
C. Consultation (Formal)
Local cooperation
Information exchange
D. Local Advisory Committees
E. Co-Management
F. Indigenous / Community Management

Minimal

Very High

Figure 1. The Continuum of Project Participation and/or Management
Source: Adapted from Horwich et al. (2004a)

Co-management, which can be defined as, “The substantial sharing of protected areas
management responsibilities and authority among government officials and local people”
(West and Brechin 1991), is a growing methodology for natural resource management. In
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most countries of the developing South, “The forms of participatory management of
protected areas now in place have evolved as a sort of ‘last resort’ measure” (BorriniFeyerabend et al. 2004, 96) that is likely to expand under current socio-political and
economic systems, where sharing the management burden among various partners
becomes a more appealing option. Further, resulting from the fifth World Parks Congress
of 2003 in Durban (South Africa), a growing constituency is building around the
recognition of the importance of co-managed protected areas for their conservation, as
well as social value (Borrini-Feyerabend et al. 2004; Anonymous 2003).

Co-management and community-based conservation have both been promoted by large,
international NGOs in several cases, and there is a growing body of experience
highlighting both successes and failures for each of these models (e.g. Western and
Wright 1994; Borrini-Feyerabend et al. 2004). Community-based conservation, though,
relies almost entirely on the capacity of the community to manage a protected area, with
little or no assistance from the government, and varying amounts of assistance from
NGOs. The community-based co-management model not only allows for, but necessitates
collaboration and cooperation with an associated governmental body. Experiences in
many parts of the world have shown that community-based initiatives benefit from
partnerships with a variety of external groups and institutions, which provide legal and
technical advice, training, financial assistance, managerial assistance, and so on (PyeSmith et al. 1994). Additionally, governmental support and participation adds legitimacy
and legal standing to a community’s efforts at management. The recently released
Millennium Ecosystem Assessment report (MEA 2005, 100) states that:
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Cross-scale responses may be more effective at addressing the higherlevel constraints and leakage problems and simultaneously tackling
regional and national as well as local-level drivers of change. Examples of
successful cross-scale responses include some co-management approaches
to natural resource management in fisheries and forestry and multistakeholder policy processes.

Co-management alliances, however, benefit most from decision-making at the smaller
scale, and are “most successful when they leave decision making related to project design
and management to those organizations most involved in implementation” (Margoluis et
al. 2000).

Defining Protected Areas co-Management Capacity
“Co-management Capacity” often refers to the knowledge, skills, resources, culture and
social recognition that allow community stakeholders to meaningfully participate in the
co-management process. For the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP),
capacity is the “ability of individuals and organizations or organizational units to perform
functions effectively, efficiently and sustainably” (1998). Similarly, Chaskin (2001, 295)
defines capacity as:
… the interaction of human capital, organizational resources, and social
capital existing within a given community that can be leveraged to solve
collective problems and improve or maintain the well-being of a given
community.

The concept of capacity development is closely related to training, human resources
development and knowledge acquisition; and development of the individual and
institutions is central to development of capacity. “Over time, incremental capacities are
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built through on-the-job learning and skills development, improved access to information
and formal and informal training” (UNDP 1997). Additionally, the UNDP (1998) stresses
that capacity development not only includes a “concern with human resources and the
development of institutions, it includes an emphasis on the overall environment within
which organizations operate and interact.” A capacity development approach, then,
includes not only the development of a particular individual’s or organization’s ability to
perform a function, but also the greater context and environment within which the actor
operates, such as overall policies and macro-level conditions. In practice, though, the
term “capacity” is often employed by development organizations or governments without
an adequate, explicit and specific definition.

Organizations working with conservation in the Central American country of Belize
(Figure 2) agree that capacity is necessary, is more or less lacking in many institutions
and individuals, and is able to be developed. These organizations—local and international
NGOs and governmental agencies—have implemented programs and workshops
designed and delivered to “build capacity” of communities within Belize. In Belize—and
in most areas of the world where conservation programs are undertaken—there is little
discussion about the specific capacities that are required for protected areas comanagement and the appropriate methodologies for imparting this capacity to
participants. Further, there is also little discussion on the over-riding and often conflicting
policies in place that limit the effectiveness of communities in carrying out their comanagement responsibilities. If individuals and organizations are expected to perform
functions “effectively, efficiently and sustainably” – and stakeholders desire to build this
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capacity within the communities – what exactly are the technical and organizational skills
they are working to develop? What knowledge, skills, and resources do communities and
individuals require to master the requirements of co-managing? Further, how should
these capacities best be transferred to those needing them?

Figure 2. Location of Belize in Central America
Source: TMCC (1997)
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Additionally, despite its active participation in co-management, the country of Belize
currently has no national policy on co-management of natural resources, although the
National Protected Areas Policy and System Plan (NPAPSP) currently being revised
promises to be an extensive review of the protected areas policy, including the practices
of co-management. For the time being, though, there appear to be no written guidelines
or procedures that are consistently used by government agencies to evaluate the
feasibility of co-management or to guide the process of establishing co-management
(Homer 2005). Guidelines, goals and processes must be defined and integrated into the
framework of co-management in order for efforts at building capacity to be effective.

One grass-roots attempt at addressing the conceptual and practical gap of defining
capacity was undertaken in March 2003, when the First Capacity Building Workshop for
Protected Areas Management in Belize was held in Cockscomb Basin Wildlife
Sanctuary, Belize. This short workshop was attended by members of fourteen
community-based organizations (CBOs), several NGOs, government representatives and
other interested organizations. Among the varied goals of this workshop was the
identification of capacity needs by each of the CBOs participating.

In guided breakout sessions, communities self-identified shortfalls in capacity with
regards to the management of protected areas. Among the stated capacity shortcomings
of community groups were skills in: fire management and safety, patrolling of parks and
law enforcement, organizational development, conflict resolution, demarcation of parks,
garnering funding, control of invasive species, road construction, computer and
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technology use, biological monitoring and data collection, trail creation and marking, and
environmental education and community outreach. These capacity needs range from
highly technical and capital intensive (e.g. road construction) to moderately technical and
inexpensive (e.g. conflict resolution). They also cover a broad spectrum of community
and conservation goals or some combination of the two (Bernstein 2003). This method of
distilling capacity needs is useful in that it integrates community members’ own
perceptions of needs into the development plan, and as such is a very “organic” approach
that empowers individuals to take responsibility for their own development and that of
their community. We must ask, though, whether communities’ own perceived needs
encompass the broad spectrum of what capacities they might require for effective comanagement. While it is important and informative to build capacity from the “groundup,” when asked to assess their own needs, communities may not have the requisite
experience yet to foresee skills needed in the future, but their input and participation in
the process is essential. Typically, communities identified short-term problems that they
were currently facing in this exercise. Some guidance from external sources with broad
experience may facilitate the identification of needs more completely.

Other, more comprehensive attempts at outlining protected areas management capacity
can be developed from evaluation criteria created from experiences working with NGOs
and CBOs in conservation projects. Evaluation models typically look at the presence or
absence of specific benchmarks that describe a “successful” project as the model’s
authors define it. From these benchmarks, we can infer the capacities needed in a
community to effectively reach a positive evaluation. Two such examples, The Nature
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Conservancy’s Parks in Peril program (TNC 2005) and Horwich et al. (2004a), provide
very broad lists of measures for evaluating projects. The Parks in Peril Site Consolidation
Scorecard defines 17 indicators that were developed from conservation experiences in
Latin America and the Caribbean from 1990-1997. They are used to measure a project’s
progress towards “site consolidation,” which is defined as, “the process of bringing
together the resources necessary to support long-term conservation in specific project
areas… in which the institutions charged with its management have the tools to deal with
current threats and management challenges, as well as the capacity to respond to threats
that arise in the future” (TNC 2005). These indicators are divided into four groups:
•
•
•
•

Basic protection services
Long-term financing
Long-term management
Site constituency

These criteria, while useful, are designed for evaluating an NGO, and lack certain
measures that would apply specifically to communities.

A better model for evaluating community-based projects is Horwich et al. (2004a), which
breaks twenty-six community-based conservation evaluation measures, developed from
twenty years of experience in several locations, into three categories:
•
•
•

Conservation aspects
Community participation through institutional building
Project sustainability

Notably, the collective capacity needs of the workshop participants included many—but
not all—of the elements of protected areas management capacity that are listed in each of
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these models. For example, land tenure issues, which are significant to many
communities and threaten the conservation goals of Belize (Bernstein 2005) were not
mentioned by the workshop participants or Horwich et al. Additionally, conflict
resolution, which was addressed by the Horwich et al. model and brought up by
workshop participants on several instances, was not included in the Parks in Peril model.
These omissions most likely come from a perception of management priorities or through
past experiences, and are an argument for inclusiveness and collaboration in the capacity
development process.

Two training models that could be drawn from are Bonine et al. (2003) and International
Center for Protected Landscapes (ICPL 2003). Bonine et al. (2003) surveyed computerliterate, conservation professionals in six countries about their training priorities. This list
is quite comprehensive in identifying training topics. The researchers identified a list of
19 interdisciplinary training topics in their study: basic natural sciences, conservation
biology, forestry, sociology and anthropology, economics, law, policy analysis, research
methods, project design, accounting and financial management, monitoring and
evaluation, protected-areas management, conservation enterprise development,
negotiation and conflict resolution, lobbying, communication and outreach, organization
management and administration, fundraising, and information technology and computer
skills. This list, though, lacks some of the capacities suggested by measures present in the
other models, and suffers from a bias towards highly-educated and trained people, but
moves the discussion towards “trainable” capacity. The ICPL training model covers
many training aspects, including collaborative management and participatory approaches,
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environmental management, etc., and is specifically designed for community-based
conservation training.

Finally, the sixth model I present—with regional applicability to Belize—was developed
by the Caribbean Natural Resources Institute (CANARI) based upon its experiences in
capacity building. This concise framework for understanding and assessing
organizational capacities includes seven elements:
•

World view: a coherent frame of reference that the organisation or group uses to
interpret the environment in which it operates and define its place within it. This
includes a vision and mission for the organisation, providing a rationale for all
other aspects of capacity;

•

Culture: a way of doing things that enables the organisation or group to achieve
its objectives, and believe it can be effective and have an impact;

•

Structure: a clear definition of roles, functions, lines of communication and
mechanisms for accountability;

•

Adaptive strategies: practices and policies that enable an organisation to adapt
and respond to changes in its operating environment;

•

Skills: needed knowledge, abilities and competencies;

•

Material resources: needed technology, finance and equipment;

•

Linkages: an ability to develop and manage relationships with individuals, groups
and organisations in pursuit of the organisation’s vision and mission
(Krishnarayan et al. 2002; Homer 2005).

This model’s most obvious flaw, perhaps, is its generality, which may exclude its use as
the sole basis for designing capacity-building programs and training.
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Clearly, then, creating a comprehensive list of protected areas co-management capacities
is a somewhat subjective—although not entirely arbitrary—process. From each of these
six models, it is possible to distill something of the philosophy underlying the author’s
methods or conception of capacity developed through their experiences. These models,
however different, all stress the importance of building capacity within institutions, and
the value of both social elements as well as technical ones. Furthermore, it is important to
note that defining capacity is inherently not a static undertaking, but rather should evolve
through a feedback loop involving community-member input, adaptive management
practices, and generalizations developed through experiences in a variety of comanagement projects, an issue not specifically addressed in any of the static models
above, but inherent in the informal workshop’s methods, and present in the applications
of these models within community groups.

Conditions within communities, the country and the region will most likely change
throughout the course of a project, to alter priorities of a model, and reveal new capacities
previously unknown, which must be developed within individuals and institutions.
Participatory Action Research (PAR) is a method for evaluation of organizations that
involves local and non-local partners in a joint learning process, and is an effective
method for revealing capacity needs and priorities from the perspective of the
communities.
PAR exhibits a strong focus on process, with an equal concern for both
final results and the process that leads to them, a built-in communication
strategy and the redefinition of the role of non-local professionals,
evaluated not so much for ‘what they know’ but for ‘how useful they are’
to local people. (Borrini-Feyerabend et al. 2004, 157)
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To summarize these methods, both the “big picture” view from experientially-derived
models and the on-the-ground input are useful in creating a valid model of capacity to comanage protected areas.

Additionally, capacity is a gradient of knowledge, skills, social relations and resources
available to an entity (or a team in the framework of co-management) that may evolve
over time, as personnel or policies change, as new challenges are met, and as new
alliances are formed. In the case of co-management, relative capacities among partners
may change—along with defined roles—as one partner develops additional capacity and
is able to take on more responsibility in its role. Kothari (1995, quoted in BorriniFeyerabend 2004, 129) sums up this complementary view of capacities that each partner
in a co-management agreement brings to the equation:
Communities lack the resources to tackle threats or ecological issues at a
regional scale… [and] government agencies lack the necessary microknowledge, on-the-spot human power, or even often the necessary
mandate when other agencies overrule them.

Finally, capacity development is not an “all or nothing” state. It includes the “building up
and strengthening of capacity,” but also means retaining capacity, recovering lost
capacity, and improving the utilization of capacity. “Thus, capacity development does not
take place simply through training and additional staff but requires that skilled people be
used effectively, retained within organizations that need their skills, and motivated to
perform their tasks” (UNDP 1998). Some elements of capacity, then, are not necessarily
“trainable” as skills, but are developed through the process of institutions existing in a
climate that is nurturing and supportive of their rights and abilities to co-manage.
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Capacity at What Scale?
Protected areas capacity could be defined and evaluated along a gradient of scale,
including the individual, the community, and the broader system (Figure 3). This gradient
can be further divided into categories of potential stakeholders or “social actors” in a
project (Table 1). We can, for example, evaluate the capacity of a government and its
agencies in a country for the management of its protected areas, or likewise the capacity
of a local NGO. The evaluation criteria for the government’s capacity would be the set of
all necessary parameters required by the government and its agencies to effectively
manage protected areas within its territories, and might include the efficacy of its laws,
enforcement, participation in regional treaties and so on. In the case of the Government of
Belize, the additional role of acting as a co-management partner with NGOs and CBOs
necessitates the establishment of additional capacities to fulfill these other obligations, for
example the establishment of the legal and institutional framework for co-management.

The Broader System

The Community
The
Individual

Figure 3. Levels of Capacity within a Systems Concept
Source: Adapted from UNDP (1998)
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Table 1: Categories of Social Actors Possibly Relevant in Natural Resource Management

Social Actor

Examples

Local actors

Communities, organizations, groups, and individuals
who live and work near the resource
Local, non-local people that use the resource

Natural resource users
National authorities and agencies

Those authorities with a mandate over the territory or
resource use sector
Sub-national administrative authorities District or local authorities dealing with natural
resources
Nongovernmental organizations
Local, national or international bodies devoted to
environmental or developmental objectives
Business and industries
Local, national or international interests with a stake in
the natural resources in this area
Non-local actors
National and international, indirectly affected by
decisions made about these resources (e.g. absentee
landowners)
Individual professionals
Working with development and environmental projects
in the area
Source: Adapted from Borrini-Feyerabend et al. (2004)

Typically, conservation capacity development and training initiatives in Belize may be
found on several levels, including individual, community and at the national scale.
Chapters three and four of this paper focus on defining and addressing one particular
problem: that of the communities’ capacity to co-manage. This capacity, however, is
directly related to the development of capacity at other levels within the country. National
and regional education policy and economic development, for example, directly affect the
ability of communities to successfully partake in co-management agreements, while,
conversely, the success of communities in co-managing protected areas impacts the
nation and region as a whole by meeting conservation goals, increasing tourism income,
etc. Initiatives to build capacity of communities, then, must be developed and
implemented within the context of the broader system within which the co-management
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system and the Government of Belize operates. Bonine et al. (2003, 1215), however, note
that “poor organizational infrastructure and competence is widespread and a major
bottleneck to effective action in NGOs,” and the same can be inferred to take place in
community-based organizations, which often suffer from an even more-limited pool of
resources and technical abilities. Organizations, then, need to be strengthened as well as
the individuals that work within them.

Integrating the above models and concepts, then, with a focus on training primarily at the
community level for the purpose of developing stable and long-lasting conservation
institutions, a list of training objectives for community-based co-management can be
identified (Table 2). This list incorporates measures and topics presented in the above
models, and attempts to sum up the main intention and focus of these diverse models. A
comparison of all model elements and their related training objectives is presented in
Appendix A.
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Table 2: Community-Based Co-Management Training Objectives
1. Developing and administering a democratic community organization
2. Understanding laws governing co-management, land tenure and working
with government agencies
3. Developing linkages between NGOs and other community groups
4. Negotiation and conflict resolution
5. Basic natural science and principles of conservation biology
6. Technology for natural resources management
7. Protected areas management
8. Practices of monitoring and evaluating wildlife
9. Creating management and operations plans
10. Accounting and financial management
11. Fundraising and sustainable business development
12. Communication, outreach and education
13. Training for trainers

Conclusion to Chapter One
In speaking of building the capacity of communities for co-management of protected
areas, there are several definitions which we can utilize, some models for identifying and
defining training parameters based on experiential evaluation, surveys and participatory
processes. From these models, I have distilled 13 topics which will be a basis for
evaluating existing training initiatives in communities. Ultimately, the goal will be to
train community members with the aim of increasing their effectiveness, efficiency and
sustainability, but first it is necessary to gauge a starting point from which to begin.
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Management of a protected area in any part of the world is a complex task that requires
technical and social skills of managers. In the case of community-based co-management,
these requirements are compounded by the necessity for maintaining collaborations with
a government agency and building consensus within the community, to name only a few
challenges. Through the synthesis of evaluation and training models, it becomes clear that
there are many discrete skills required of communities. Some of these skills have become
the objectives of capacity-building programs and training workshops. Taken in their
entirety, these discrete skills can form the basis of a comprehensive training program
aimed at building the capacity of communities to co-manage protected areas. These
training objectives aim to build empowered and educated community organizations that
are able to function as partners in the co-management process.

Research Questions and Approach of this Paper
This paper seeks to address the gaps in community capacity for co-management through
effective and efficient training. To this end, it is necessary to not only define what skills
are needed for co-management—as has been presented in Chapter One—but also to
ascertain the social, legal, economic environment in which actors attempt to accomplish
this management, the ecological characteristics and threats of the country and, finally,
which skills are already present within Belizean communities and how training has been
undertaken in the past.

Chapter Two tackles the first concern, offering some background on the environment in
which conservation is undertaken in Belize. Through this overview of the social,
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economic, ecological and legal framework of Belize, a picture of the challenges and
opportunities facing the government and communities is painted. Chapter Three takes a
closer look at four communities in Belize co-managing three protected areas (Figure 4).
Through interviews with relevant stakeholders in the co-management process, I address
the following research questions:
•

What is the level of co-management capacity within each community?

•

How has this capacity been developed in the past, and with what level of
success?

•

What are the pressing concerns of communities, government officials, and
NGOs?

•

How can capacity be most effectively and efficiently developed in Belize?

Figure 4. Location of the Three Protected Areas Studied
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In Chapter Four, I discuss the characteristics of adult learning with the aim of integrating
these principles into an education and training program for community members comanaging protected areas. Expanding upon the thirteen training objectives presented in
Chapter One, I present a curriculum for building the co-management skills of community
organizations that will effectively enhance their ability to meet co-management
agreements with the Government of Belize.

Anticipated Outcome and Impacts
It has been my experience that individuals in Belize that are working directly with
community co-management are aware that the limited resources at their disposal are not
always used efficiently. They consistently seek ways to improve their methods and
actively redefine their roles in the co-management process, as has been evident in their
revising of major policies and plans for protected areas. It is my wish that the conclusions
and methods I present be considered among the several levels of stakeholders within
Belize, from the government agencies to the community members themselves for the
purpose of co-managing protected areas better. I will make no assertions that the
conclusions I have drawn and the methods evolved from these conclusions are an
endpoint or a solution to any of the complex challenges to co-management. Rather, I
offer this research as another viewpoint in the continuing discussion of co-management
of protected areas within the country, with the hope that some of these methods might be
incorporated into an improved future system of training and building co-management
capacity in Belizean communities.
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Beyond Belize, my expectation is that communities around the world share more
similarities than differences in their abilities and challenges with co-management of
protected areas. With minor modifications—particularly for local laws and social
systems—I expect that training programs to build capacity in communities would be
relevant in many regions throughout the world. Following the general design of training
objectives would be an expansion of these concepts into a training program and training
materials for communities. Similar to the process of conserving resources at a community
co-managerial level, training must be an adaptive and flexible process, constantly asking
the questions: Is this meeting the needs of the participants? How can this be done better?
The answers to these questions need to be incorporated into improved models for
building the capacity of communities to co-manage.
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Chapter Two – Background on Belize

Introduction to Chapter Two
Community-based co-management and conservation projects have been promoted by
many international and national organizations as a viable means to sustainable
development, which respects local culture and traditional uses of resources (e.g. Western
and Wright 1994; Borrini-Feyerabend et al. 2004). Chapter One demonstrated that
community co-management—whereby a collaboration is formed between a community
group and an official agency for management—is often a complex process to implement,
and requires a sophisticated level of capacity from participating stakeholders.
Government agencies and NGOs often cite the need to “build capacity,” but are often not
specific about what capacities need building. In Chapter One, I outlined a thirteen-point
list of training objectives to build community capacity derived from the synthesis of six
training and evaluation models used for conservation projects.

As conservation policies and practices are not implemented in a vacuum, I offer some
background on Belize in Chapter Two. This information—geography, cultural context,
economic setting, governmental systems, and environmental characteristics and
programs—provides the context for evaluating three communities in Belize (Chapter
Three) and presenting a training curriculum for building capacity in communities
(Chapter Four).
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Geography, Cultural Context and Economic Setting
The Central American country of Belize, known as British Honduras until 1973, has a
land area of 22,963 km2 (8,866 sq mi), including nearly 1,000 islets known as “cayes.”
The country’s greatest length from north to south is 280 kilometers and its greatest width
is 109 kilometers. It has about 46,000 square kilometers of territorial sea. Neighboring
countries include Mexico to the north and west and Guatemala to the west and south.
Belize is bordered by the Caribbean Sea to the east and harbors the longest unbroken
Barrier Reef in the Western Hemisphere. The population of Belize is approximately
280,000, with a population growth rate of 2.33% and a median age of about 19 years. It is
the least densely populated country in the Central American isthmus, and the second
smallest country in the region (Meerman 2003, DeVries et al. 2003). Although English is
the official language, Belize is a multi-ethnic and multi-lingual society. The main ethnic
groups within the country are: Meztizo (49%), Creole (25%), Maya (11%), Garifuna
(6%). The primary religions are Roman Catholicism and Protestantism (CIA 2005).
There are three Maya ethnic groups within Belize: Mopan and Q´eqchi´ primarily in the
southernmost region of Belize, and Yucatec in the north.

Belize has a relatively small, private enterprise economy dominated by tourism, marine
products, citrus, cane sugar, bananas, and garment production. Approximately 18% of the
national GDP is derived from agriculture, with industry making up 15% and services
approximately 67%. GDP growth from 1999-2004 was nearly 6%, but Belize has a
sizable trade deficit and foreign debt, and poverty remains a key concern of the
Government of Belize and the international community, which assists through donations
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(CIA 2005). While Belize’s economic base is transforming to agriculture and service
industries, textiles and wood continue to play an important role as sources of income. The
industries most rapidly developing, however, are tourism and financial services (DeVries
et al. 2003). Tourism, notably, has undergone a phenomenal increase in recent years, with
the largest growth coming from the cruise ship sector. Cruise passenger arrivals
experienced an increase of more than 1,400 percent from roughly 58,000 passengers in
2000 to over 850,000 in 2004 (BTB 2005). According to a Government manifesto,
tourism and agriculture form the “twin pillars” of the Belizean economy (GOB 1999).

Government of Belize
Formerly a colony of Great Britain, Belize became politically independent in 1981, and
has its capital in the city of Belmopan. Its political system is a parliamentary democracy,
with the Queen of England as the constitutional Head of State represented in Belize by
the Governor General, and a Prime Minister as the Head of Government. Members of the
Executive Branch of Government are selected from among the National Assembly, and
appointed by the Governor General on the advice of the Prime Minister. The National
Assembly is a bicameral body consisting of a twelve member Senate, and twenty-nine
member House of Representatives. Members of the Senate are appointed by the Governor
General and those of the House of Representatives elected by direct popular vote to serve
five-year terms.

There are two main political parties in Belize: the People’s United Party (PUP), which
currently holds power in Belize, and the United Democratic Party (UDP) which is
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currently the opposition party. The Honorable Said W. Musa was re-appointed for
another five-year term as Prime Minister by the Governor General after leading the PUP
to re-election on March 4, 2003. Villages are governed locally through elected village
councils of seven members. Maya villages in the two southern districts of Toledo and
Stann Creek are jointly governed by village councils and alcalde councils. Alcaldes are
traditional Maya chieftains or lawmen. Legal jurisdiction over Protected Areas in Belize
falls under several government agencies, and is often quite diffuse. Among these agencies
is the Forest Department of the Ministry of Natural Resources, Environment, Commerce
and Industry (MNRECI), the Fisheries Department (Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries
and Cooperatives), and the Department of Archaeology (Ministry of Tourism) (DeVries
2003).

Environment in Belize
Ecological Features
Belize is a tropical country with a mosaic of vegetation and ecosystems. The Central
American Mapping Project identified a total of 85 terrestrial ecosystems in Belize.
Derived from satellite data obtained in 1996 and 1998, it was calculated that
approximately 69.1 percent, or nearly 16,000 square kilometers, was under some form of
forest cover, including shrublands. Five percent of the total forest cover, or 804 square
kilometers, was Pine Forest (Meerman and Sabido 2001). The terrestrial ecosystems of
Belize are grouped into nine major ecosystem classes by cover and two broad land use
classes. The nine ecosystem classes are water, wetland, coastal savanna (marine salt
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marsh), mangrove and littoral forest, lowland savanna, lowland pine forest, submontane
pine forest, lowland broadleaf forest and shrublands, and submontane broadleaf forest.
The two land use classes are agricultural uses and urban areas (Table 3; Figure 5).

Table 3: Major Ecosystems of Belize

Cover
Lowland broadleaf forest (dry, moist and wet)
and shrubland
Agriculture, all subclasses

%

km2

51.4

11,803

16.7

3,835

Submontane and montane (moist and wet)
broadleaf forest
Lowland savanna including pine savanna

10.0

2,296

8.8

2,021

Mangrove and Littoral Forest

4.2

964

Submontane pine forest (dense)

2.1

482

Water

2.1

482

Wetland

1.9

436

Lowland pine forest (dense)

1.4

321

Coastal Savanna

1.1

253

Urban

0.5

115

Source: Central American Ecosystems Map – Belize (Meerman and Sabido 2001)

Biological Diversity
Belize is home to an impressive array of biological diversity. Large tracts of intact forest
and coastal ecosystem host over 571 species of birds, 163 species of mammals, 121
species of reptiles, 159 species of fish, and over 4,000 species of flowering plants,
including 700 tree and 200 orchid species (Jacobs 1998). Of these species, more than 80
are listed as special conservation concern, and 43 are listed as endangered or threatened
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(De Vries et al. 2003). Coastal ecosystems along the shores of the warm Caribbean host
extensive mangrove forests that offer protection from destructive hurricanes and serve as

Agricultural uses
Lowland broad-leaved dry forest
Lowland broad-leaved moist forest
Lowland broad-leaved wet forest
Lowland pine forest
Lowland savanna
Mangrove and littoral forest
Shrubland
Submontane broad-leaved moist forest
Submontane broad-leaved wet forest
Submontane pine forest
Urban
Water
Wetland

Figure 5. Major Ecosystems of Belize
Source: Map Generated from data by Meerman and Sabido (2001)

breeding grounds for commercial fish species. Coastal lagoons and rivers are home to
many fish species as well as the endangered Morelet’s crocodile (Crocodylus moreletii)
and the endangered West Indian manatee (Trichechus manatus manatus). The Western
Caribbean Reef System, only miles offshore of the Belizean mainland, is the second
longest barrier reef in the world, and stretches nearly 600 kilometers from north to south.
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As a largely intact and active reef system, this barrier reef holds an inestimable wealth of
biological diversity, as well as further buffering the mainland from the devastation of
tropical storms.

Threats to Biodiversity
With a relatively small population and a colonial history of extraction rather than
settlement and development, Belize has thus far avoided the extensive deforestation that
has shaped the face of other Central American countries. With one of the highest
population growth rates in the Latin American / Caribbean region and an increase in
immigration that has continued for over two decades, however, settlement of rural areas
and the ensuing shift from pristine forest to agricultural production are becoming a
growing threat. Deforestation rates are closely associated with populated areas of the
country, and some places—such as the riparian zone of the Belize River—are
experiencing a loss of forest cover of 2% per year (DiFiore 2002). Increasingly, industrial
agricultural is replacing small-scale timber production on the land, and traditionally
sustainable swidden agricultural practices are replaced by more intensive farming, which
does not allow for regeneration of the land. Pesticide use is of increasing concern in
Belize (Jacobs 1998) as is the large-scale commercial exploitation of timber. Over
200,000 acres of land in southern Belize have been leased to a Malaysian logging firm,
which has sparked controversy internationally and with the local Maya communities that
claim traditional usage rights of this land (Bernstein 2005). The prime threat to
biodiversity within Belize and other parts of Central America is summarized by the 2004
Critical Ecosystem Partnership Fund report (CEPF 2004, 12):
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The poor lack access to education, health, credit and property, and have
few economic options outside of working on the most marginal lands for
agriculture, many of which are in the areas of highest biodiversity. The
combination of poverty and lack of health and education have generated
consequent problems: a demographic explosion, high mortality and
malnutrition rates, and lack of capacity to use strategies for rational
resource management. For the future, with high population growth, these
pressures will only continue unless more sustainable land management
practices are adopted.

The second major threat to biodiversity is a development paradigm that is based on shortterm resource extraction and fails to value the natural resources within the county.
Contrary policies that set aside large areas for protection while also promote and favor
extractive industries lead to conflicting implementation of directives. Weak institutional
frameworks for developing and implementing policy at various levels of government are
the third major threat to the biodiversity of Belize (CEPF 2004).

Tourism, itself, is a mixed blessing for Belize, as the rapid increase in tourism—
particularly from cruise ships—has the potential to bring wealth to the government and
communities, but also threatens the fragile marine and terrestrial ecosystems. Cruise ship
tourism in Belize has increased at a phenomenal rate in recent years. In 2002, there were
over 300,000 cruise ship passengers docking in Belize, representing a 564% increase
from the previous year. In comparison, for the same period there were roughly 200,000
“stay-over” tourists in Belize, which represented an increase from 2001 of only 1.8%
(Caribbean Tourism Organization 2003). In 2004, the number of cruise ship passengers
arriving in Belize rose to nearly 750,000, a 54% increase from the previous year, and the
second highest growth rate of all Caribbean destinations (Sobers 2005).
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To date, comprehensive analysis of the potential damage to Belizean ecosystems from
increased tourism has not been undertaken, although there is some discussion on the
subject and many anecdotal reports of reef damage by masses of cruise ship passengers.
Government policies encourage the development of ecologically responsible tourism, but
careful management of this industry is necessary (Peedle 1999). Because it is focused
primarily on coastal center, cruise ship tourism most dramatically affects coral reefs and
marine areas through diving and boat activity, but these are in combination with threats to
the reef from sedimentation, over-fishing, pollution and development (Burke and
Maidens 2004; Figure 6). Impacts of increased cruise ship tourism potentially threaten
some terrestrial protected areas as well as marine areas. Terrestrial parks near cruise ship
ports often attract large numbers of short-term visitors. The Community Baboon
Sanctuary(CBS)—a community-managed howler monkey sanctuary comprised of private
lands—received over 9,400 visitors in 2003 (BTB 2004). Most of these visitors were
cruise ship passengers on day trips from Belize City, and exclusively remained in the few
acres surrounding the CBS visitor’s center in the village of Bermudian Landing.

Conservation Policies and Laws in Belize
Conservation in Belize relies primarily on the use of protected areas to safeguard
biodiversity. Since independence in 1981, two acts govern the protection of natural
resources in Belize and provide the basis for current protected areas legislation: the
National Parks System Act and the Wildlife Protection Act. Two elements of the National
Parks System Act color the effectiveness of this legislation for co-management by
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communities or NGOs. First, extraction of resources including hunting, fishing, and
collection of natural products from a protected area is prohibited. Regardless of
Cruise Ship Ports
National Borders
Coral Reefs
Marine Protected Area
Marine Pollution
Medium Threat
High Threat
Sedimentation
Medium Threat
High Threat
Overfishing
Medium Threat
High Threat
Coastal Development
Medium Threat
High Threat

Figure 6. Threats to Coastal Ecosystems
Source: Map Generated from data by Burke and Maidens (2004)

traditional, cultural uses and reliance on natural resources for livelihoods, communities
neighboring protected areas and others are prohibited from exploiting the resources
within a protected area. There currently are not any declared hunting areas within
protected areas, and locations outside of protected areas are not typically managed.
Second, the National Parks System Act empowers the Minister of the agency overseeing
a particular protected area to revoke the protected area status, in effect “de-reserving” the
area. De-reservation of land can be for agricultural production or development of human
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settlements—processes which can be implemented to varying degrees depending on the
political and economic situation of the time. Although, technically, the de-reservation of
a protected area has not occurred in Belize, the uncertainty implicit in this regulation
hinders long-term planning for protected areas (Leikam et al. 2004). Furthermore, de
facto de-reservation takes place outside the established procedures of the government.

Additionally, although areas retain legal protected status, on-the-ground management is
often minimal due to lack of finances, limited human resources, unclear jurisdiction for
the protected area within the government’s several ministries, and lack of technical
expertise by the managers of protected areas. Effective protected areas management in
Belize is further hindered by the lack of a national plan for the systematic management of
all protected areas. A national biodiversity strategy plan was drafted in 1998, but has not
thus far been implemented. Of the 94 national parks and protected areas in Belize (Figure
7), fewer than 25 percent have management plans or personnel, and illegal activities
continue—for the most part unabated—within many of the “protected” areas due to
minimal enforcement of the law (Pinelo 2000, Jacobs 1998).

International Agreements / the Mesoamerican Biological Corridor
Belize is party to over twenty international environmental agreements, including
RAMSAR, CITES, and the Mesoamerican Biological Corridor (MBC). The MBC is,
perhaps, the most ambitious effort at sustainable development and conservation in the
world. It is a regional initiative that aims to conserve biological and ecosystem diversity
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while fostering sustainable economic and social development in Central America and
Mexico. Through the planning of biological corridors traversing the eight signatory

Figure 7. Protected Areas in Belize as of January 1, 2005
Source: Meerman (2005)

nations, the MBC region covers 768,990 square kilometers, and recognizes that while the
Mesoamerican region is only 0.5% of the world’s land surface, it is home to roughly 7%
of its biodiversity (Miller et al. 2001). Miller et al. (2001, 1) note:
The rationale that lies behind the MBC arose from conservation biologists’
growing awareness of the need to maintain links between biological
habitat areas to ensure species survival. This recognition has stimulated
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the development of a holistic approach to the relationship between wild
and human-impacted land. Such an approach aims to maximize the
conservation functions of protected wildlands by promoting forms of landuse in the wider landscape that offer both conservation benefits and
sustainable livelihoods.

The proposed corridor will be composed of rain and cloud forest, coastal mangroves, and
mountain ranges, encompassing forty percent of the combined territories (Figure 8).

Belize

Figure 8. Proposed Elements of the Mesoamerican Biological Corridor
Source: Central American Commission on Environment and Development, United Nations
Development Programme, Global Environmental Facility (1996)

Developing a Co-Managed Park System
Currently, roughly thirty-six percent of the terrestrial territory of Belize is under some
sort of governmental protected status. Protected areas in Belize are governed by one of
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four management frameworks, with varying levels of government involvement: 1)
Governance by the Government; 2) Joint governance by several concerned parties—also
termed co-management; 3) Private governance; and 4) Community governance (CMWG
and TILCEPA 2004 in Homer 2005). Given the lack of resources available to both the
Government of Belize and the communities, individually, co-management seems to be
the best option available at the time for protection of public lands since it distributes
management responsibility and accountability among a collaboration of partners.

In 1998, the Protected Areas Conservation Trust (PACT) and the United Nations
Development Programme / Global Environmental Facility (UNDP/GEF) funded a U.S.
$825,000 project for the establishment of a co-managed park system in Belize. PACT
contributed U.S. $75,000 of these funds. The purpose of this project as stated in the
original proposal was to “strengthen and solidify the co-management structure in existing
parks, expand the network of co-managed parks, develop co-management infrastructure
network, and create a model for a new type of protected area for private-public lands”
(Ravndal 2002).

Although communities have begun participating in the management of these protected
areas, this project failed to meet objectives and goals outlined in the proposal. In an
evaluation of Belize’s implementation of co-management for a UNDP/GEF grant,
Ravndal (2002) identified several “critical barriers” to the success of co-management
agreements. Among these barriers, the lack of technical and managerial capacity in
community-based organizations (CBOs) to implement these agreements with the
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government was highlighted. As a result of this lack of capacity within communities,
these protected areas are managed with varying levels of success, resulting in
discouragement of local community members and ultimately, the inability to meet the
desired conservation goals of the communities and government.

Ravndal (2002) concludes with the recommendation that no further large GEF grants be
provided for management or co-management “until the critical barriers to effective
implementation of this form of co-management are removed.” Specifically, this
recommendation only applied to co-management agreements between the Forest
Department and CBOs, as co-management with nongovernmental organizations (NGOs)
and those undertaken by the Fisheries Department did not suffer the same barriers to
effective implementation. CBOs, however, would still be able to receive small GEF/SGP
grants to enhance their capacity to co-manage under this recommendation.

In December, 2002, the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) convened, and
reviewed the recommendations and project evaluation from Ravndal (2002). The decision
was made to revise Belize’s 1995 National Protected Areas System Plan (NPASP), and
this was ratified by the Protected Areas Conservation Trust (PACT) in February, 2003
and presented to the Ministry of the Government of Belize, which accepted the proposal
(Salas 2004). PACT was created in 1996 to fund conservation projects within Belize, and
receives its revenues from tourism fees.
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Conclusions made during a July, 2003 stakeholders’ meeting determined that a protected
areas plan is indeed essential to successful parks management, and that efforts should be
made by a selected task force to assist in the implementation of such a plan. This task
force should be comprised of heads of the Ministries of Natural Resources and Fisheries,
the Director of Tourism, PACT, and the President of the Association of Protected Areas
Management Organizations. Its purpose will be “to oversee and provide guidance and
leadership to the process that will culminate with a coherent and comprehensive national
policy and plan for Belize’s protected areas” (Salas 2004).

The anticipated outcomes of the work plan designed by this task force are: 1) policy
formation for protected areas that guarantees increased social and economic benefits
while preserving core protected areas goals; 2) protected areas assessment and analysis;
3) development of management procedures and sustainable use; 4) identification and
delivery of economic benefits to stakeholders; and 5) strengthening management and
monitoring quality to ensure that the core values of the protected areas are maintained.
These elements would make up the National Protected Areas Policy and System Plan
(NPAPSP, Salas 2004).

In April 2005, the public draft of the Protected Area System Assessment and Analysis
component of the NPAPSP was released, with the aims of identifying gaps in the
protected areas system and developing a tool for the rationalization of the Protected
Areas System. Among the several conclusions of this report are: 1) the majority of
management for Belizean Protected Areas is for resource use and extraction, as opposed
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to biological conservation; 2) jurisdiction of the current 94 Protected Areas would be
more efficiently accomplished through one governmental department, rather than the
three that currently oversee the areas; and 3) some of the country’s most important
Protected Areas are in private reserves, highlighting the importance of private lands in
conservation (Meerman 2005). In regards to private protected areas (Figure 9), eight
important private reserves have either standing agreements with the Government of
Belize or have de facto recognition and management plans in place. These reserves total
325,346 acres (131,663 hectares), and comprise 2.3% of the national territory of Belize
(Meerman 2005). Many of these reserves allow for managed extraction of resources.
Additionally, several other reserves are managed for conservation purposes, of which
landowners often are members of The Belize Association of Private Protected Areas
(BAPPA), a nongovernmental organization.

Figure 9. Some Private Protected Areas in Belize
Source: Meerman (2005)
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In May, 2005, the next component of the NPAPSP—concerning the governance of
protected areas—was released (Homer 2005).

Government of Belize’s over-riding goals for a Protected Areas System include:
•

Establish and strengthen national and regional systems of protected areas
integrated into a global network as a contribution to globally agreed goals.

•

Enhance and secure involvement of indigenous and local communities and
relevant stakeholders.

•

Ensure financial sustainability of protected areas and national and regional
systems of protected areas.

•

Evaluate and improve the effectiveness of protected areas management.
(Chan 2005)

Community Involvement in Co-management of Protected Areas
In contrast to most developing nations, Belize is a country with a relatively long history
of community-based and co-managed natural resources, although the planning and
declaration of protected areas has historically excluded the local populations (Homer
2005). Often, as in many parts of the world, local communities are seen as an obstacle to
conservation. Notes Homer (2005, 13):
The concerns and practices of most of these communities and their very
presence are often considered as incompatible with conservation. This
situation usually leads to antagonism, mistrust, conflicts in resource use,
unsustainable resource use, and a lack of respect for the prescribed rules of
the protected areas.

Although co-management is desired by the Government of Belize, many communities in
Belize lack essential skills needed for managing a protected area, including organization,
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conservation, and economic development skills (Ravndal 2002). Co-management
initiatives, therefore, should include “the strengthening of the partners to fully engage in
co-management, inclusive of the communities adjacent to the protected areas, especially
those who depend on the resources from these areas for their livelihoods.” (Homer 2005,
14).

To date, nearly thirty of the protected areas and parks are managed under de facto comanagement practices, with twenty-six having co-management agreements between
either CBOs or NGOs and the government. A co-management agreement between the
government and a community or nongovernmental group typically takes the form of a
Memorandum of Understanding (MOU), as the government agencies currently lack the
legal authority to enter into true co-management agreements for protected areas. For the
sake of simplicity, however, I will refer to the MOU agreements here as “co-management
agreements.” Included in the requirements of a co-management agreement is usually the
stipulation that a management plan be prepared by the CBO or NGO within one year of
the agreement. The CBO or NGO has responsibility for the day-to-day management of
the protected area, and advisory committees within the community are formed to oversee
the management of the site. Community advisory committees may be formed through
democratic processes, but are often comprised of community members with initiative and
vision concerning the protected area and their community. They are primarily selfselected by the process of becoming interested and involved in the project.
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Land-based protected areas, with the exception of archaeological sites, are under the
jurisdiction of the Forest Department, which employs four of its staff to oversee the
national parks program in Belize. Further, Forest Guards often assist with the
enforcement and patrols within certain protected areas. The role of the Forest Department
in co-management as related by Chief Forest Officer Sabido (Quoted in De Vries et al.
2002, 116):
[Forest Department personnel are] trying to develop more coherence
between the different stakeholders especially those people who are
managing protected areas or who are directly involved with the whole
issue of sustainable use of the forest resources. We are trying to facilitate
the participation of the different NGOs or CBOs as much as possible in
the initiatives that have started. And also through the Mesoamerican
Biological Corridors Project, we also have helped to basically fund and
facilitate community and NGO initiatives that tend to bring different
stakeholders together.

Borrini-Feyerabend et al. (2004) elaborate a process of evaluating the feasibility of comanagement and establishing this collaborative arrangement, which is recommended by
Homer (2005). In his analysis, Homer (2005) analyzes the co-management agreements of
five organizations within Belize, although none of them are CBOs. Communities
involved in co-management vary by economic development, ethnic makeup, length of
time managing a park, location, education, and several other variables which all present
challenges and opportunities in the co-management system.

Several studies have been done on communities within Belize recently, focusing on the
various strengths and shortcomings of community-based conservation projects, and the
methods with which we evaluate them (Horwich 1998; Belsky 1999; Few 2000; Few
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2002; Horwich et al. 2004a). Additionally, Jacobsen (1991) discusses the use of
evaluation models for conservation education programs within Belize, noting that this
evaluation can provide accountability, lead to improvement of the program, and further
understanding of the development process. Hartup (1994) discusses demography,
resource use, and landowner attitudes in one Belizean conservation project, and notes that
surveys of landowner attitudes are essential to the success of tropical conservation
projects that aim to promote sustainable development. Alexander (2000) discusses
resident attitudes in one community-based conservation project in Belize which revealed
that stakeholders varied in their perceptions of the management of the project and the
benefits to individuals and the community as a whole. Meerman (2005, 50) notes:
There appears to exist a need for community managed conservation
areas…The main desire of these communities is to have an area of ‘their
own’ which they can exploit for tourism and recreation or even resource
extraction. Principal concern seems to be that many communities feel the
need to save certain areas from the ravages of development.

Conclusion to Chapter Two
Exploring the social, economic and legal factors that affect conservation is essential to
understanding the relationships between communities and government agencies in the
management of natural resources. Belize is a country with rich and diverse natural
systems that have benefited from a low population density. This abundant and unique
biodiversity, however, is threatened by deforestation, development, extraction,
unregulated tourism, unclear regulations and policies, and the limited resources of
agencies charged with protecting natural areas. For several years now, Belize has
promoted models of co-management to address the on-the-ground management of some
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protected areas. These programs have had mixed results due to several factors, including
legal constraints and the limited management capacity of the government and the comanagement partners. With renewed efforts aimed towards revising the protected areas
policies and plans, the Government of Belize seems determined to address the shortfalls
of the past. Understanding the unique role that communities play in the use and
conservation of resources is an essential component to management of Belize’s natural
resources.
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Chapter Three – Analysis of Four Communities
Co-managing Protected Areas
Introduction to Chapter Three
Co-management is an agreement by which stakeholders invested in the well-being of a
protected area are able to share management responsibilities for this area. In the case of
community co-management, a community organization forms a legal agreement with
another entity—typically a government agency—that empowers the community
organization to make decisions and undertake management activities on the protected
area. As presented in Chapter One, the skills required of community members to form
and build an organization that effectively manages a protected area are complex. Through
the analysis of some methods designed either to train conservation professionals or to
evaluate conservation projects, a discrete set of skills emerges, which can become
objectives for a training program aimed at building community capacity.

Developing a comprehensive training program for communities not only requires
outlining training objectives but also an examination of which skills are already present
within Belizean communities and how training has been undertaken in the past. This
chapter presents four communities that manage three protected areas in Belize for the
purpose of illuminating their apparent capacity to co-manage protected areas effectively.
The three protected areas presented are: Spanish Creek Wildlife Sanctuary, Rio Blanco
National Park, and Mayflower-Bocawina National Park (Figure 10). These four
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communities were studied with the purpose of answering the following research
questions:

•

What is the level of co-management capacity within each community?

•

How has this capacity been developed in the past, and with what level of success?

•

What are the pressing concerns of communities, government officials, and NGOs?

•

How can capacity be most effectively and efficiently developed in Belize?

Figure 10. Location of Three Protected Areas Studied

Approach and Methodology
For the months of July and August, 2004, and July, 2005, I met and interviewed
stakeholders actively involved in the co-managed park system in Belize. In this time, I
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interviewed approximately fifty individuals, including government officials, NGO
administrators and volunteers, and active members of four communities that are currently
co-managing three protected areas in Belize. The purpose of this visit was to gather firsthand perspectives on community-based co-management of protected areas in this county.

My research in Belize focused on four communities which have management groups comanaging these three protected areas: Santa Cruz and Santa Elena (Rio Blanco National
Park, Toledo District); Rancho Dolores (Spanish Creek Wildlife Sanctuary, Belize
District); and Silk Grass (Mayflower-Bocawina National Park, Stann Creek District).
These particular communities and projects were selected for study because they each
displayed strong potential for success, were experiencing growing pains typical of young
projects, and did not seem overtly troubled with internal conflict or other characteristics
that could potentially prove fatal to the project (Horwich et al. 2004a). Taken as a group,
these communities and projects each represent a different geographical region of the
country, cultural and ethnic mix within communities, economic benefit and tourism
potential, political power, experience, and protected area conservation goals. These
protected areas also share management missions and purposes focusing on conservation.
Conservation goals for these projects are further divided into biodiversity conservation
(Spanish Creek Wildlife Sanctuary) or landscapes and special features conservation (Rio
Blanco National Park and Mayflower-Bocawina National Park) (Meerman 2005).
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Interview questions were targeted at stakeholders in the co-management process, which
were defined as any individual or group that had a direct interest in the project in
question, or indirectly influenced the project through national programs or policies. These
interviewees included: 1) members of the community directly involved in the
management of the project, such as park wardens or project directors; 2) government
officials, particularly members of the Forest Department, and 3) members of international
and national government agencies and NGOs providing assistance to communities, or comanaging protected areas themselves. A complete list of interviewees is in Appendix B.

The Communities
CASE I: Spanish Creek Wildlife Sanctuary – Rancho Dolores
Officially dedicated in June, 2002, Spanish Creek Wildlife Sanctuary (SCWS)
encompasses over 2,400 hectares of lowland forest and more than 8 kilometers of
Spanish Creek, a slow-moving, spring-fed riverine system that provides habitat to over
220 bird species, including the rare Agami heron (Agamia agami); numerous mammals,
including the endangered black howler monkey (Alouatta pigra); diverse plant, fish,
reptile and invertebrate communities (Meerman et al. 2004). Despite its relative small
size, SCWS plays an important role as part of a biological corridor between the Rio
Bravo Conservation Management Area, Crooked Tree Wildlife Sanctuary, and the
Community Baboon Sanctuary (Figure 11). These three protected areas are rated in the
top ten protected areas based on biophysical and management/land use criteria (Meerman
2005).
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Figure 11. SCWS in relation to other protected areas
Source: Meerman et al. (2004)

Threats to the Sanctuary
SCWS currently faces several threats to its biological integrity and mission as a CBO comanaged protected area and sanctuary for wildlife in this corridor system. First, given its
small size, SCWS must rely on its neighbors to provide additional intact habitat for
species requiring large territories, such as the jaguar or a herd of white-lipped peccaries.
Lands separating the protected areas of Crooked Tree Wildlife Sanctuary, the Community
Baboon Sanctuary and SCWS are currently un-protected privately owned or government
parcels, however. Thus, development and destruction of this corridor remains the largest
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threat for SCWS, as related in its recent Rapid Ecological Assessment (Meerman et al.
2004). Hunting on the sanctuary presents an additional problem, as the substantial 2,400
hectare area of the protected area precludes effective patrolling by the limited number of
wardens available, and occurs mainly at night when the wardens are not working. There
is evidence that hunting for several species takes place regularly on the sanctuary,
including traditional “game” species, such as deer, gibnut and peccary, as well as jaguar
and tapir. Additional threats to SCWS include fire danger, and that the entire area of
SCWS is included in an oil prospecting license (Meerman et al. 2004), illegal logging
activities within the sanctuary, and a dispute between Rancho Dolores and the
neighboring village of St. Paul’s Bank concerning the actual boundaries of the sanctuary.

Aside from the conservation threats, logistical and management problems also threaten
the stability and longevity of the project. Conflict within the community concerning the
distribution of the scant tourism revenues and grant funds remains an obstacle to be
addressed by the management group, and there was a tendency for some community
members to focus their frustrations on the Project Director, who was often the target for
misplaced criticism, inhibiting her ability to make some decisions regarding the project.
In 2005, she left the project and was replaced by her assistant. Further, RDEDG has had
difficulty effectively marketing the sanctuary to tourists, and tourism revenues are not yet
sufficient to make the project sustainable.
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Management of the Spanish Creek Wildlife Sanctuary
Spanish Creek Wildlife Sanctuary is co-managed by the Government of Belize and the
Rancho Dolores Environment and Development Group (RDEDG), a not-for-profit
community organization. RDEDG is governed by a volunteer Board of Directors
constituted of five members of the village of Rancho Dolores, Belize District, and is
currently headed by the Village Chairman, Bob (Earl) Perez, who founded the
organization in 2002. Although Rancho Dolores is a small village of nearly 200
inhabitants, the community generally supports the sanctuary and its mission.

Board members of RDEDG are ultimately responsible for the decisions regarding the
management of the sanctuary, but in practice their participation varies greatly, and some
members of the community assert that some of the Board members are the most critical
of the management of the project. Daily management duties and decisions regarding the
sanctuary are undertaken by the paid office staff, made up of a Director who has been
involved with the project for a few years, and a Staff Assistant. The staff routinely
consults with Mr. Perez on management decisions.

Additionally, since its inception, RDEDG had been assigned a U.S. Peace Corps
Volunteer to assist with the development of the organization and skills within the
community. This position, consecutively filled by two Environmental Education
volunteers since 2002, had recently been vacated due to conflicts between the volunteer
and the management staff of the sanctuary, but is filled now by a volunteer with expertise
in marketing and business. The initial Peace Corps Volunteer at the site was instrumental
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in beginning this project, and current staff report that she undertook many of the
management activities herself, relying on community members for assistance in only a
limited way. As projects of this sort are often undertaken by a few individuals with vision
and motivation, it is not entirely unusual that one person would become the focus of the
project in the initial phases, but this counters some of the principles of the Peace Corps,
which stress technology transfer and support, rather than active management by
volunteers. The subsequent volunteer was reluctant to undertake management activities
alone, preferring to allow her counterpart to take responsibility. This prompted negative
comparisons of the volunteer with the initial volunteer.

With United Nations Development Programme / Global Environmental Facility
(UNDP/GEF) funding, the sanctuary offers two part-time warden positions for three days
per week. These two positions are filled by four individuals that rotate through the jobs
every 1-2 months. The four wardens were trained by Programme for Belize, a not-forprofit organization formed in 1988 and currently managing the 260,000 acre Rio Bravo
Conservation and Management Area just to the northwest of Rancho Dolores. Wardens
typically spend their time on grounds maintenance, small projects such as painting, and
patrolling one day out of the three that they are on duty. During patrols, wardens carry no
weapons, and are taught to avoid conflicts with poachers. In the event of an encounter
with a poacher, wardens may choose to handle the situation in one or more ways,
including informing the violator that hunting within the sanctuary is prohibited, drafting a
letter to the violator, or naming poachers publicly—a practice that many in the
community decry as humiliating for the poachers.
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As with many environmental laws within Belize, poaching regulations are not enforced
particularly rigorously. In the Spanish Creek Wildlife Sanctuary, there is little
government support to eliminate poaching, negligible funding, and minimal legal
recourse against poachers. As poaching stems from within the community as well as from
outside of it, there are conflicting interests in enforcing the integrity of the sanctuary
when many benefit from the disregard of its hunting restrictions, and ultimately, limited
enforcement of the rules altogether.

Visitation to the Sanctuary
In the six months prior to my study of SCWS in 2004, only 26 people—mostly nonBelizeans—visited the sanctuary, compared to the several thousand visitors to the
Community Baboon Sanctuary only 8 miles up the road. Current goals for the
management of SCWS are to attract 100 visitors in the coming year. In Rancho Dolores,
there are currently two rooms for rent and one cabaña, plus a few rooms that could
potentially be converted for B and B use. Offerings to tourists visiting the sanctuary
feature canoe rides either in fiberglass canoes or in hand-carved, wooden dories. Also
offered are walking tours of the sanctuary on maintained trails. The highlight of the
sanctuary is its vast birdlife, including the endangered Agami Heron (Figure 12), which is
often seen in the sanctuary. The sanctuary also offers programs for school groups and
researchers, including guided tours, camping, meals and classroom activities. Spanish
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Creek Wildlife Sanctuary has its own website (www.spanishcreek.org), which presents
the history, wildlife, and amenities of the sanctuary and the community.

Figure 12. Agami Heron (Agamia agami)
Source: Arthur Grosset

Although this sanctuary is relatively accessible for visitors with their own transportation,
one of the limitations to visitation is the difficulty of reaching Spanish Creek if one is
without an automobile. Busses for Rancho Dolores leave from an unmarked location on a
small side street in Belize City once per day—mostly in the late afternoon—Monday
through Saturday. Another option mentioned on the sanctuary’s website is to take a bus
to a nearby village and walk the final three miles. Because of the bus schedule, day trips
to the sanctuary for independent travelers are impossible.
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Management Plans and Funding
SCWS has received several grants since its inception, including a U.S. $36,000
UNDP/GEF grant which provided for capacity development in the community,
environmental education, and support for advocacy for the protected area. With this
grant, an environmental education center (Figure 13), floating dock, restrooms, and a
picnic area were created. Another UNDP/GEF grant in the amount of U.S.$ 49,500 was
awarded in 2003 with the objectives of :

1) Co-managing the sanctuary and the environmental center
2) Improving community livelihoods related to eco-tourism, and
3) Increasing environmental awareness in the village (UNDP 2004)

Figure 13. Spanish Creek Environmental Education Center
Source: Scott Bernstein (2004)
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Activities proposed under this grant included the hiring of personnel to coordinate the
project, hiring wardens, constructing an arts and crafts center (Figure 14), and conducting
arts and crafts and bed and breakfast training. Additionally, the Rapid Ecological
Assessment undertaken in 2004 was funded through various agencies, including the
Mesoamerican Biological Corridor Project and the Protected Areas Conservation Trust
(PACT), and SCWS received aerial photos of the sanctuary courtesy of Lighthawk, a
Wyoming, U.S. based non-profit organization that provides flyovers for community
awareness of their environment. They are also a recipient of benefits through a U.S.
$49,000 UNDP/GEF grant to support the harpy eagle reintroduction into Belize.
Currently, SCWS is developing a comprehensive management plan for the sanctuary.

Figure 14. A local youth constructs souvenirs in the arts and crafts center
Source: Scott Bernstein (2004)

The sanctuary, which is an important component in the wildlife corridor management
plans for central Belize, is currently seeking out collaborations with neighboring
communities, including Bermudian Landing (the headquarters for the Community
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Baboon Sanctuary) and St. Paul’s Bank for the purpose of creating a larger regional
system of management, including petitioning the government for the creation of new
protected areas in the region. Officials in the Forestry Department are amenable to this
plan, pending receiving of funding from a multi-community grant in the proposal stage.
In effect, this arrangement would mean that management duties of parts of the sanctuary
would be undertaken by community members of St. Paul’s Bank for the first time.

Community Training in Rancho Dolores
In addition to the training of wardens mentioned above, several other community
members have received training over the last few years, including training in arts and
crafts production, tour guide training, Bed and Breakfast management training, and bird
identification training. Three separate short-term training programs for arts and crafts
production were held in Rancho Dolores since the inception of the project, funded
through UNDP and Programme for Belize. Fifteen people completed this training and
received certificates. Following this training, a local arts and crafts group was formed that
holds occasional fundraisers to raise money for craft materials, and sells them to visitors
to the Wildlife Sanctuary. Additionally, a building designed specifically for craft
production was erected next to the Nature Center. Eleven members of the community
participated in short-term Bed and Breakfast training, and ultimately were certified by the
Belize Tourism Board (BTB) in food and beverage handling, customer relations, and
hospitality. Five people in the community received training from BTB to act as tour
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guides. Of these five, two are currently licensed, which is required to work with the
lucrative cruise ship tourism from Belize City.

It is important to note the role that Programme for Belize (PFB)—an NGO which
manages the nearby, private Rio Bravo Conservation Management Area—had undertaken
in the inception of the sanctuary and in building the capacity of community members in
Rancho Dolores for managing this project. In 2000, still two years before the official
formation of the sanctuary, PFB provided capacity building initiatives under a U.S.
$50,000 grant from the World Bank. This grant aimed to “provide the communities of the
Belize River Valley an opportunity to participate in the sustainable development of their
natural resources and at the same time strengthen their technical and managerial capacity
to improve their socio-economic welfare” (Programme for Belize 2000, 1). This
ambitious plan focused on education of community members through a series of six
workshops covering: small-business management, organizational leadership, craftmaking, tour-guiding, fly-fishing, and natural resource management. This training was
offered to community members of Isabella Bank, Rancho Dolores and St. Paul’s Bank in
order to increase their capacity to participate in the Northern Belize Biological Corridors
Project. Products of this grant in addition to the workshops were several documents such
as vegetation and zonation maps (Figure 15), a tourism analysis, and the first edition of a
management plan for the White Water Lagoon and Spanish Creek Area.
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Figure 15. Zonation Map Created Under the World Bank Grant of 2000
Source: Programme for Belize (2000)

The most substantial training effort recently coordinated in Rancho Dolores has been a
program developed by Birds Without Borders (BWB), a non-profit with offices in Belize
and Wisconsin, USA. This six-month intensive bird-guide training program was offered
to six community members (three men and three women), of which five are the same

60

ones that received the tour guide training noted above. The training program was part of
an 18-month project sponsored by the Peregrine Fund – Panama, the Belize Zoo, and the
Zoological Society of Milwaukee (USA) to reintroduce the harpy eagle to Belize, and to
educate people that live in the vicinity of the eagle’s area to respect the rare raptors.
Funding for the training came from the UNDP, and was presented by both Belizean and
American bird experts from BWB.

Initially, the six participants in this training had no experience in bird identification, and
upon completion were able to identify over 80% of the over 200 bird species in their area
through sight or call. Training for the guides included intensive lectures, hands-on
identification exercises, independent study, team reports and exams. The total budget for
this training, including salaries for the trainers, accommodation for the trainers and
participants, and equipment for the guides was $26,000 BZ ($13,000 U.S.), of which
$6,000 BZ ($3,000 U.S.) was donated in-kind. Upon certification, trained guides were
offered short-term employment opportunities working on Rapid Ecological Assessments
(REAs) to supplement their commitments with SCWS while tourism remains lacking at
the sanctuary.

Challenges and Opportunities
From the three projects studied, the SCWS suffers the most from concentrated
management. Without the consistent guidance of Mr. Perez, one could imagine the
collapse of the community organization and the sanctuary. His oversight of the
sanctuary’s functions appears instrumental in its continued functioning. Thus, efforts at
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developing community “buy-in” and, more importantly participation, seem urgent.
Developing the mechanisms for democratic organization and conflict resolution would be
a step towards more community participation in the management of this sanctuary.

SCWS also seems challenged to develop a mechanism to market its unique biodiversity
and ecotourism opportunities to local and international visitors. The sanctuary has some
of the best and most accessible birding in Belize, and a variety of birdlife is visible from
enjoyable canoe trips with an expert guide. There are also several affordable and
comfortable Bed and Breakfasts in Rancho Dolores, and a rich culture within the village.
Unfortunately, though, visitation to the sanctuary is very low. The currently embedded
Peace Corps Volunteer intends to focus primarily on developing a successful marketing
plan for the sanctuary, which should help to attract more visitors.

CASE II: Rio Blanco National Park – Santa Cruz and Santa Elena
The Rio Blanco National Park (RBNP), situated in the western Toledo District of
southern Belize, is one of the smallest protected areas at only 105 acres (43 hectares).
Declared a National Park in 1994, RBNP highlights one of the more spectacular
waterfalls in southern Belize, and is a particularly scenic area for tourism and recreation.
Despite its small size, RBNP serves as habitat for a number of important species,
including an uncommon heliconia species found only in Toledo district (Heliconia
wagneriana), an unusual orchid species of African descent discovered in Belize in 1994
(Oeceoclada maculate), and a rare cycad (Zamia picta) found only in Toledo district
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(Meerman 2001). Additionally, RBNP is an ideal habitat for tropical animals such as the
ocelot, jaguar and river otter. Although the small area is not abundantly high in
biodiversity, the park protects the watershed of the Rio Blanco River, a tributary of the
Moho River, ultimately draining into the Gulf of Honduras, and is part of the
Mesoamerican Biological Corridor and the Maya Mountain Marine Corridor, a 405,000
hectare management area that links the crest of the Maya Mountains to the Mesoamerican
Reef. The fifteen-foot high waterfall—the biggest draw for tourism—varies dramatically
in size between the wet season (April – November) and the dry (December – March). In
the wet months, the waterfall is an impressive 100 feet wide, but diminishes to only five
feet across during the dry season (Figures 16, 17).

Figures 16, 17. Rio Blanco Waterfall in the wet (left) and dry seasons, Rio Blanco N.P.
Sources: Scott Bernstein (2004); www.southernbelize.com (2005)

The topography of the Toledo District is a mixture of rolling terrain, flat lands, and the
rugged hills of the Maya Mountains, where the Mopan Maya villages of Santa Elena and
Santa Cruz are located. The Toledo District is considerably wetter than the northern parts
of Belize, and can receive as much as 180 inches of rainfall per year. There is one town
of significance in the Toledo District, Punta Gorda, which is approximately 40 kilometers
from Santa Cruz and Santa Elena. In the Toledo District, there are thirty-eight
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communities that are traditionally thought of as Maya villages, with the largest
concentration being in the southern part of the district. Maya villages in this area are
either of Mopan or Q´eqchi´ culture. The Toledo District, with 23,000 people, has the
highest level of poverty in Belize at 47.6% of households (or 57.6% of individuals) below
poverty level and a poverty rate of 65.8% for Maya people (BFD 2004).

Threats to the Rio Blanco National Park
As the park is small, poaching incidents are rare, although there are reports of illegal
subsistence fishing from the river. Also, farmers with milpas adjacent to the park
occasionally burn the fields too close to Rio Blanco’s boundaries, creating a fire risk. A
fire-safety seminar is planned for sometime in the future to address this issue. Finally, in
one incident, flowers were dug up from the park intended for a resort. After this was
reported to the Department of Forestry and the community wrote a letter, the guilty party
was fined and the illegal activity ceased.

Persistent land tenure concerns confront most—if not all—of the Maya communities in
the Toledo District. Traditional usufruct rights of land are challenged by large,
international timber extraction firms and a proposed major highway that would
potentially increase the traffic through the tranquil villages in this area and increase land
speculation by developers. The protected status of the National Park shelters that land
from such concerns, but offers no protection to the communities surrounding the
protected area. Residents of Santa Cruz and Santa Elena seek an expansion of the park’s
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boundaries so that a greater area would be covered under the regulations of the
Government of Belize.

The Communities that Govern Rio Blanco National Park
The on-the-ground management of the RBNP is a collaborative effort between the two
Mopan Maya villages of Santa Cruz (population 400) and Santa Elena (population 200).
The National Park lies between the two villages, approximately one and a half kilometers
from each along a hilly, unpaved road (Figure 19). Both villages were officially formed
in the 1950s following some years of settlement and independent forest dwelling by
Maya immigrants from Guatemala.

Figure 18. Children of Santa Elena, Toledo District
Source: Scott Bernstein (2004)
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Small-scale swidden agriculture, whereby an area is cleared by cutting and burning, is
used for the production of corn, beans, and occasionally other vegetable products, and is
the most common vocation of residents. Farming is undertaken on a small plot of land,
known as a milpa, without the assistance of powered equipment or horses. Agricultural
land is communal, and plots are allowed to lie fallow every several years to regenerate
the soil, making this a sustainable practice in theory, providing that the fallow time is
sufficient.

Rio Blanco N.P.

Figure 19. Location of Rio Blanco National Park in the Toledo District
Source: http://mayaviewkeeper.com (2005)

Additionally, traditional practices of gathering forest products such as fuel-wood, hunting
of game meat (e.g. armadillo or gibnut), and home-making activities, such as boiling and
grinding corn for tortillas, occupy much time of the villagers. A few villagers are
employed outside the village, mostly in San Antonio, ten kilometers to the north. Daily
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life in these Maya villages is difficult and labor intensive, and most residents arise and
begin working at about 3 a.m. Children assist in the daily routine of taking care of
children or selling crafts to tourists, including hand-woven baskets, needlework,
necklaces and bags. Most villagers are not educated beyond the elementary school level,
as attending high school is prohibitively expensive and requires a daily commute. The
native language of villagers is Mopan, but they learn English in school as well. Most
villagers also understand some Q´eqchi´, and occasionally couples marry between the
two Maya cultural groups.

Neither of these villages currently has electricity or telephone service, and the majority of
inhabitants reside in dwellings constructed of a wood frame and walls built upon a
platform of poured concrete, which is then roofed with palm thatch. Water is gravitypumped from a community well to spigots in front of most residents’ homes via PVC
pipes. All construction supplies (as well as food and household goods) outside of what
can be found in the area must be transported from Punta Gorda, 45 minutes away along
an unpaved road. Usually, the form of transport most used is the bus which runs to Punta
Gorda several days of the week. There are a few concrete buildings in the village of Santa
Cruz, notably the community diesel-powered corn mill, elementary school, a few of the
eight churches in the villages, and the “teacher’s house.” In 2001, these villages were
severely damaged from the effects of hurricanes Iris and Keith, the effects of which are
still apparent in the community.
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Management of the Rio Blanco National Park
RBNP is managed by the Rio Blanco Mayan Association (RBMA), which is made up of
seven male directors – or “executive members” – from the two communities. Four
executive members are from the larger Santa Cruz and three from Santa Elena. This
group includes the Alcalde of Santa Cruz, and both Chairmen of Santa Elena and Santa
Cruz. The group meets monthly at the park office to conduct business. Although some
minor business is conducted outside of the board meetings, the consensus of the group is
that all board members should make decisions concerning the park. From 2002-2004,
RBNP had a U.S. Peace Corps Volunteer, living in Santa Cruz, who offered assistance
with the management of the park as needed. Decisions about replacing the Peace Corps
Volunteer working with Rio Blanco were uncertain at the time of this writing. The seven
executive members also serve as the park wardens, staggering their working schedules
throughout the week so that two wardens are at the park daily. The RBMA has a set of
by-laws under which it operates.

Warden’s activities include patrolling the park, clearing the grounds and trails, and
collecting admission fees from visitors. Foreign visitors pay BZ $5 (U.S. $ 2.50) for
entrance to the park, Belizeans pay BZ $2 (U.S. $1), and residents of Santa Cruz and
Santa Elena enter for free. Although wardens/board members receive no salary, they keep
10% of admission fees that they collect, which varies greatly depending on the daily
visitation, but is usually quite minimal. Additionally, 10% of the fees go to each of the
two villages for miscellaneous projects and 10% to the Department of Forestry. The
remainder of the fees is retained by the park. In 2004, RBMA requested that the
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Department of Forestry forego their portion of the admissions, but this request was
rejected initially, as the Department is undergoing a thorough analysis of co-management
nationwide, and didn’t want to make this decision until that evaluation was complete. The
Department of Forestry, however, provided much-needed uniforms for the wardens.

Visitation to the Park
RMNP collected BZ $764 (U.S. $382) for the year-long season of 2003-2004, which had
a reported 1,000 visitors. Non-local visitors are both Belizeans—usually making a day
trip from Punta Gorda—and foreigners from many parts of the world, particularly the
United States. Visitation to the park is highly seasonal, with the majority of tourists
arriving from January to March—the peak of tourism in Belize. RBMA is developing a
simple advertising campaign including 8 x 10 posters to be hung around Punta Gorda,
and at the time of my research (summer, 2004) a foreign volunteer was intending to
develop a website for the park, although as of this writing that is not yet complete.

Currently, there is no guest housing in the village of Santa Cruz, although Santa Elena
has privately-owned accommodations marketed through the Toledo Ecotourism
Association (TEA). TEA was formed in 1989 by a group of indigenous Garifuna and
Maya who “acknowledged the potential for tourism in Toledo and wanted their
communities to benefit from small scale tourism initiatives” (Hardyment 2003). The TEA
office in Punta Gorda attempts to distribute visitors equally to the various villages, which
accommodate tourists with housing, meals, guiding and entertainment. Approximately
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80% of the tourist’s fees remain in the nine participating villages, and services provided
within the village are rotated among several families (Hardyment 2003). Further, the
management of the TEA itself is rotated among selected individuals of the participating
villages. One family in Santa Cruz had constructed and operated a guesthouse in the TEA
for a short time, but a jealous neighbor demolished the structure and it was not rebuilt.
Hardyment (2003) reports that guesthouses constructed on private land as opposed to
communal land – as has been done in Santa Cruz – allow one family to accrue benefits
rather than the community as a whole, and leads to conflict within the community, raising
the question whether ecotourism of this sort is socially sustainable in some communities.

Management Plans and Funding
In 1999, a management plan for RBNP was written with the assistance of a Peace Corps
Volunteer, and was updated in 2000. Through the aid of a one-year BZ $23,360 (U.S.
$11,830) grant from PACT for 2001-2002, many of the activities proposed in the
management plan have been achieved, particularly structural enhancements to the park.
The objectives of this initial grant were to:
•

Collect biological inventory data

•

Construct a parking area

•

Maintain boundary lines & trails

•

Construct a stairway down to the waterfalls (PACT 2005a)

The park has a large central structure that was constructed with the assistance of
Trekforce, a British youth service organization. Within this building is the management
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office for the RBNP. Two small dormitories for visitors, improved informational signage
and a room for craft sales (Figure 20) were completed in 2005.

Figure 20. Traditional Craft Sales at the Rio Blanco Visitor’s Center
Source: Scott Bernstein (2005)

As most visitors arrive to the park in private vehicles, a small parking area was also
constructed. From the central office, a concrete and dirt trail was constructed leading to a
changing room and the waterfall. Stone steps were constructed on parts of the trail that
were deemed difficult to pass. A nature trail was constructed within the park, along with
a cable suspension bridge to traverse the rapidly-flowing river (Figure 21), funded
through a Peace Corps Small Projects Assistance (SPA) grant. A camping area was
completed (Figure 22) and informational signs were also installed in the park during this
funding cycle (Figure 23).
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Figure 21. Cable Bridge across the Rio Blanco
Source: Scott Bernstein (2005)

Figure 22. Camping Platform at Rio Blanco National Park
Source: Scott Bernstein (2005)

Figure 23. Poster Depicting Life in a Mopan Maya Village
Source: Scott Bernstein (2005)
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In November, 2004, RBMA was awarded another one-year PACT grant in the amount of
BZ $32,302 (U.S. $16,151). The objectives of this grant are to:
•

Improve the infrastructure of the Rio Blanco N.P. in order to effectively
manage the protected area

•

Establish a monitoring presence at the Rio Blanco N.P.

•

Raise public awareness in surrounding communities on sound resource use
through community education (PACT 2005a).

Grant funds are being used for the purchase of equipment, cleaning of boundary lines,
furnishing the dormitories, conducting training, and implementing an advertising
campaign.

Community Training in Santa Cruz and Santa Elena
There have been a few initiatives for training in the communities of Santa Elena and
Santa Cruz to date. TEA offers training on the expectations of and service for tourists,
and some of the villagers have participated in this. As with the management teams of the
other protected areas in my study, some of the board members from Rio Blanco attended
a four-session workshop presented by the Department of Forestry in collaboration with
consultants from Costa Rica on “systematization” in Belmopan. This session was
primarily for the purpose of Forestry gathering information about the protected areas, but
included exercises in defining the management goals of the park. Attendees from Santa
Cruz and Santa Elena that I spoke with reported that the material was “confusing and
hard to read.” Additionally, some women in these communities have received training in
the traditional creation of baskets using the leaves of the Jippi Jappa palm. In August
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2003, two Executive Board members from Rio Blanco attended a two-day workshop for
two CBOs at the Blue Hole National Park. The aim of the training program was to
“improve the capacity of the community-based organizations in the planning, design and
development of management programmes for their respective protected areas,” and was
co-sponsored by the Belize Audubon Society (PACT 2005b).

Figure 24. Dr. Robert Horwich of Community Conservation (Wisconsin, USA) Discusses
Park Management Plans with Three Board Members / Wardens of Rio Blanco N.P.
Source: Scott Bernstein (2005)

Challenges and Opportunities
As a small park, Rio Blanco is challenged in finding its true conservation role in the
developing Protected Areas System of Belize. Forty-three hectares of protected area is
too small to benefit from management for purely conservation goals, but PACT
discourages the management of protected areas for solely ecotourism goals. Currently,
the RBMA has a proposal submitted to the Department of Forestry to expand the park to
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several thousand acres, including a large section of the mountains surrounding the river
valley southeast of Santa Cruz.

As the current park size already challenges the limited resources of the two communities,
there is concern within the community and with outside stakeholders that a much larger
area would remain beyond the management capacity of the RBMA. Expansion of the
park would necessarily increase poaching incidents, as hunting and fishing – currently
legal—take place on the land adjacent to Rio Blanco, but would be prohibited inside the
park’s boundaries. Enforcement of these regulations with the current volunteer staff
would be difficult. The communities, however, have a serious desire and incentive to
pursue the proposal to expand the park. A 2004 independent evaluation of RBNP,
however, noted several concerns with the management of the park, stating that it had the
“minimal elements necessary of its management, but there are essential deficiencies that
make it impossible to establish a solid base so that the management may be effective”
(Dubon 2004, 8).

Most importantly, the Maya of these communities fear the private development of the
surrounding areas, as their land tenure is uncertain while the area is designated as
“reservation” (Bernstein 2005). Increased development in the area is anticipated as a
major expansion and improvement of the road leading through these communities is
planned. In 2003, the Belize government acknowledged some Maya demands and set
some “marginal limits” on the development along the corridor that encompasses a road as
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part of the Plan Puebla- Panamá, a pan-American highway project that was planned
without the consent of the communities that it will affect (ILRC 2005). Expansion of the
protected area’s boundaries to allow for community co-management would protect the
lands surrounding the communities from industrial resource extraction and/or
development. Further benefits include the ability to create longer trails and expand the
wildlife corridors and habitat to increase the biodiversity value of the national park.

Prior to the news that Rio Blanco had received its second grant from PACT, there was
some conflict regarding the management of funds within the Executive Board and
throughout the community. Through an accounting of the grant funds, it was discovered
that one board member intentionally altered receipts and used some of the grant money
for personal reasons. This issue, in effect, occupied the time of the board for several
meetings, and precluded other business. In at least one instance, some board members
from Santa Elena “boycotted” a board meeting because they were upset about the missing
money and the way in which this issue had dominated board business. Ultimately, the
board handled this matter in a way that was comfortable to its members: refraining from
direct confrontation with the offending member. This process, though, raised conflict
within the communities, who seemed to little understand the purpose and mechanisms of
the national park. These issues and other questions were addressed—at the insistence of
PACT—through a community meeting held at the park (Figure 25) prior to the award
decision for the second grant, and the Executive Board acknowledged the need for better
communication with the supporting communities.
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One additional challenge facing these communities is a political one. Santa Cruz is a
“red” village supporting the United Democratic Party (UDP), which is currently the
opposition party. The Area Representative for Toledo West, Minister Marcial Wes, is
with the PUP party, however. Because of local politics, note villagers, Santa Cruz
continues to have no electrical power, although the power lines run up to San Antonio, 10
kilometers away, and electrical poles are set along the road all the way to Santa Cruz.

Figure 25. Community Meeting at the Rio Blanco National Park Headquarters
Source: Scott Bernstein (2004)

Villagers state that other assistance to Santa Cruz is encumbered by this political
relationship as well.

CASE III: Mayflower-Bocawina National Park-Silk Grass
The 2,876 hectare (7,107 acre) Mayflower-Bocawina National Park (MBNP) was
declared in 2001 on lands previously protected under the Silk Grass, Commerce Bight,
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and Sittee River Forest Reserves (Figure 26). The centerpieces for the park are three
Maya archaeological ruins: Mayflower, Maintzunun and Tau Witz, which are still under
excavation, and three waterfalls, which are accessible via hiking trails.

Figure 26. Mayflower-Bocawina National Park and Previous Protected Areas
Source: Meerman et al. (2003)

Both the Silk Grass and Commerce Bight Forest Reserves have a history of troubled
management (Meerman et al. 2003). Silk Grass F.R., created in 1922 with the intent to
protect and develop mahogany silviculture, was the first protected area in Belize.
Subsequently, Commerce Bight F.R. was designated in 1944 for the exploitation and
protection of pine. Throughout the history of these two reserves, excisions of land from
the protected areas were undertaken by the Government of Belize without appropriate dereservation procedures, reducing the size of these protected areas from an initial 6,837
hectares in total to 2,206 hectares in 1982 (Meerman et al. 2003). From the 1920s to the
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late 1950s, extensive silviculture operations took place on these reserves, including
widespread fire control and extraction. Budget constraints and devastation from
Hurricane Hattie in 1961 put a temporary halt to silviculture operations until a new effort
at plantation management was established. Following this hiatus, Gmelina, Mahogany,
Teak and Balsa plots were planted yearly until at least 1982, after which many parcels
were given out for agricultural and other purposes (Meerman et al. 2003). In the early
1990s, one such parcel from the Commerce Bight Forest Reserve was sold to private
individuals who developed a tourist resort called Mama Noots. This resort remains within
the boundaries of the newly-created National Park (Figure 27).

Figure 27. Mama Noots resort, within the boundaries of the National Park
Source: Scott Bernstein (2004)

From a 2003 Rapid Ecological Assessment (REA), 228 plant species were identified in
the confines of the National Park, which had specific areas of very high biodiversity,
particularly the slope and ridge forests. Included in the vegetation encountered are an as
yet unidentified Heliconia, the Medicinal tree Quassia amara, and the Cacao Theobroma
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bicolor, possibly an artifact from historical Maya cultivation. Other species encountered
in the park include the unusual peanutbug (Fulgora laternaria), the uncommon arboreal
lizard Celestus rozellae, 174 bird species, including the crested guan (Penelope
purpurascens) and the keel-billed motmot (Electron carinatum), one of the rarest birds of
Central America (Figure 28). Of mammals in the park, there were recorded 23 bat
species, and jaguar tracks are sighted frequently. Densities of black howler and spider
monkeys are fairly small, but the habitat should be favorable to these threatened primates.
There are two main ecosystems found in the park: lowland broadleaf forest and tropical
broadleaf lowland hill forest (Meerman et al. 2003).

Figure 28. Keel-billed Motmot (Electron carinatum)
Source: Michigan Science Art (2005)

Threats to the Mayflower-Bocawina National Park
Meerman et al. (2003) note that the main threats to the park currently are hunting and
fire. Illegal hunting is a problem that plagues many protected areas in Belize, as on-theground patrolling by wardens is often not effective for several reasons. In MBNP, two
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knowledgeable wardens from the managing community of Silk Grass patrol the park
along its trails during the day, from 7 a.m. to 4 p.m., while hunting usually occurs at
night, away from the watchful eyes of the wardens. Although “no-poaching” signs are
posted with a stated minimal fine of BZ $200, wardens at the park do not have the
authority from the Forest Department to directly deal with hunters, and are not armed.
Expansion of trails—as is ongoing in the park to accommodate tourism—and the survey
paths from the REA itself— allow for easier access for hunters.

Reports from the wardens indicate that evidence from hunting is frequent, with peccary,
armadillo, deer, and gibnut the main targets for poachers. Additionally, one warden
reported that a small jaguar was captured by someone in the village, and parrots are taken
to sell for the pet trade. The wardens are aware of who is committing these offenses, but
as they have no authority to issue citations or make arrests, a “friendly letter” asking for
the cessation of these activities is the usual course of action. Meerman et al. (2003) report
that the seemingly most effective deterrent to hunting is the presence of the Mama Noots
resort situated within the park’s boundaries, and combating hunting would most likely
require training of wardens with “constable authority” and scheduling night patrols.

Fire danger to the park is also considerable, and the entire area has been classified as a
“high fire risk” (Meerman and Sabido 2001). Natural fire in this type of broadleaf forest
is rare, and as Central American vegetation evolved in its absence, it is argued that the
species have little tolerance for it (Budowski 1966 in Meerman and Sabido 2001). Fire
danger, then, comes primarily from “slash and burn” agriculture in the vicinity of the
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park, and the fact that few subsistence farmers consider the well-being of the forest or
take escaped milpa fires seriously (Meerman et al. 2003). Meerman et al. (2003)
recommend fire training and staffing the park with these trained and equipped
firefighters, as the obvious path to combating this threat.

Management of the Mayflower-Bocawina National Park
MBNP is managed by the Friends of Mayflower-Bocawina (FOMB), a community
organization located in the village of Silk Grass (population approximately 800, in 150
families), approximately 15 miles south of Dangriga in the Stann Creek District. The
community group was formed in 1999 with the assistance of an American freelance
community developer residing in Silk Grass. The group now boasts 69 members, which
is the most considerable direct participation from the community in the three protected
areas discussed here. Group members pay from BZ $2 to $15 (U.S. $1 - $7.50) for
membership each year, depending on whether a promotion is ongoing. The organization
holds group meetings every quarter, and also asks for volunteers to help with
maintenance in the park, such as painting and cleanup. Board members cite the need to
have more community involvement in the park, as meetings and volunteer activities are
attended by the same people each time, although other members report that participation
in these activities is improving. There were roughly twenty-five community members
attending the last meeting. As it is recognized by the community that overtly political
discussions can be divisive, members of FOMB are asked to not express political
opinions in park management meetings.
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FOMB has an elected, volunteer executive governing body (“Board”), which has four
officers. Three women and one man from the community serve on the current Executive
Board, which was formed in March, 2004, following some conflict in the community
over previous local management of the park. Prior to the formation of this new board,
management of the park had been undertaken from an office in Dangriga. Board
members stated that the community’s motivation to manage the park stems from
expectations of individual and community development, as well as financial benefits that
tourism in the park potentially will bring.

The park employs two wardens, who share responsibility for activities in the park,
including collecting fees, bookkeeping, patrolling, clearing trails, assisting visitors, and
general maintenance. The two wardens volunteered for one year prior to receiving
salaries through a grant, and are currently the only paid personnel in the park. The park—
as with the two other cases presented—has a resident Peace Corps Volunteer, assigned to
assist the group in developing management capacity (Figure 29).

In addition to the FOMB group, Silk Grass is home to a few other active community
groups, including a women’s group with 9 key members, and a Maya Cultural Group, run
by Mr. Genoveo Peck, one of the two park wardens. The community of Silk Grass itself
is particularly diverse compared to many Belizean villages, with Creole, Maya and
Garifuna cultural groups all residing in the village. Community organizations tend to
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form within cultural groups in the village, and community members note that they tend to
associate with others from their own cultural group.

Figure 29. Peace Corps Volunteer, Heather Folk (center), Meets with the Two Park
Wardens: Ramon Guzman and Genoveo Peck
Source: Scott Bernstein (2004)

Visitation to the Park
Of the three protected areas studied, Mayflower-Bocawina National Park is the most
accessible to tourists. It is also one of the most accessible Maya sites in Belize, as well as
offering scenic hikes among waterfalls (Figure 30) and excellent opportunity to view
wildlife. The five-mile access road to the park is along the Southern Highway, the major
transit route to the south of Belize. Visitors typically come in small groups from local
resorts in the area, and most resort operations in the area that advertise on the web list the
park as a day-trip offering. Meerman et al. (2003) conclude that the location has an
“above average tourism potential.” From August 2003 to August 2004, the park reported
between 1,300 and 1,500 visitors. Foreigners, which made the bulk of the visitors, paid a
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BZ $10 (U.S. $5) entrance fee. Although there were only 12 Belizeans reported to have
visited during that period, they were charged BZ $2 (U.S. $1) each.

Figure 30. Waterfall at Mayflower-Bocawina National Park
Source: Scott Bernstein (2004)

Management Plans and Funding
FOMB has received several small grants that have provided funds for operating expenses
and building some infrastructure in the park, including grants from Jaguar Conservation
Trust, and Ford Motor Company. These grants provided for the construction of a visitor’s
center (Figure 31), signage within the park, warden’s salaries, and maintenance
equipment. PACT also contributed BZ $37,480 (U.S. $18,740) for the completion of the
REA. Additionally, prior to the formation of the National Park in 2001, FOMB received a
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U.S. $25,000 grant from UNDP/GEF to protect the park and promote local community
stewardship.

Figure 31. Mayflower-Bocawina National Park Visitor’s Center
Source: Scott Bernstein (2004)

Community Training in Silk Grass
Residents of Silk Grass have had several opportunities for training in the past few years,
including training in home economics, craft production, tour-guiding, home budgeting
and gender awareness (Figure 32). In 2000, residents of Silk Grass participated in a
training program funded by the Belize Social Investment Fund (SIF) that targeted nine
villages in the Stann Creek District. This training was aimed at developing small business
skills, and included twenty training days over several weekends. Participants also learned
hospitality management and arts and crafts production. Initially, the goal for this training
was 120 women from these villages, but the program was so well-received that a total of
169 people were trained, including roughly forty men. Management personnel of Friends
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of Mayflower-Bocawina report that they have also received some training in accounting,
grant-writing, leadership skills, management of a National Park, advocacy, conflict
resolution and motivational skill development. Government-organized workshops on
capacity development and systematization were attended by members of FOMB as with
each of the other communities presented.

Figure 32. Community Members of Silk Grass Participate in Gender-awareness Training
Source: Scott Bernstein (2004)

Board members stated the need for more management training, including training for the
warden in common English names of trees, birds, and animals (they know many names in
Mayan, but not in English), first-aid, and wildlife monitoring training. Currently
scheduled training includes marketing training by the Belize Tourism Board, aimed at
developing business with high-end tourists.
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Challenges and Opportunities
Mayflower-Bocawina National Park is managed by an active and motivated community
group in Silk Grass. They have several plans for development in their community, as well
as a desire to confront obstacles to effective management. FOMB is working in
conjunction with the Maya and Women’s groups to get title to two small lots along the
park access road. At this site, they aim to develop information and craft centers, including
a replica of a Maya house. These facilities would also exhibit local traditional crafts,
including Garifuna Drums and Maya handicrafts, and be a guard station for the park.

Additionally, the community would like to construct an information center in the village
of Silk Grass, which is eight miles from the park, but along the highway. For this
information center, the Social Investment Fund (SIF) has promised the donation of one
acre of land and the community will be required to fund and construct the building. SIF
has currently put a hold on this donation, though, until there is a demonstration of
“dramatic initiative from the community.” According to community members, this center
would be a place for the women’s group to meet with some kitchen facilities, would
distribute brochures for other parks, collect admissions fees, sell crafts, and provide a
shuttle to the park. Plans are also being discussed for developing more tourist amenities,
including horse trails, camping facilities in the park, and home stays with local families.

The FOMB Executive Board members recognize that community involvement is
important to their success, and are seeking ways to improve communication between the
organization and the community. Board members report a need to spread the vision of the
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park and its potential to the community to increase their involvement. Many members of
the community, they report, lack cooperation skills, and are not willing to commit time if
they are not benefiting themselves financially.

One of the biggest challenges currently facing the management group of MayflowerBocawina N.P. is that two private owners have land within the park’s boundaries. One
parcel, managed as a private resort called Mama Noots, is owned by a U.S. and Belizean
couple: Kevin & Nanette Denny. This fifty-acre parcel was acquired in the short interim
period between the de-reservation of the forest reserves and the creation of the National
Park in 1996. The Denny’s have created a resort which caters to medium-level tourists,
and highlights activities within the National Park, including birding and hiking. The other
landowner, a Belizean: Randolf Enriquez, had a lease to his 100 acres within the forest
reserve, which was to have reverted to the National Park upon its creation, but was
granted title by the Government of Belize in Belmopan. Although farming the land for
several years, Enriquez is currently clearing land at a rapid pace, and is discussing
creation of a tourist resort of his own.

While the presence of private land within the park boundaries carries some potential
benefits—for example, deterring poaching as mentioned above—there have been several
conflicts arising between these landowners and the FOMB. Conflict between these parties
has been ongoing for several years, and there is some lingering animosity between
members of the community and the private landowners. On several occasions, the
Dennys and Enriquez have requested membership in FOMB, but these requests have
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been denied. The community fears that the landowners have ulterior motives, and would
co-opt the management of the park, although the landowners have said that is not their
intent, and merely wish to be involved in the park more. In a recent dispute, the park
wardens reported hearing from visitors to the park that personnel from Mama Noots were
restricting access to parts of the park. The owners of the resort countered that some
visitors were trespassing on private property, and had used the resort grounds for a picnic.
This conflict culminated in a meeting moderated by a government representative, but
ultimately resolved little regarding this dispute.

Discussion – Conclusion to Chapter Three
Although there are some differences between the community management organizations
presented in these three cases, including ethnic makeup, gender, income, culture, and
experience; and some differences in the protected areas being managed, including size,
biological importance, and tourism potential, a general picture of protected areas
management capacity can be understood from these experiences. Despite the differences
between the communities and the protected areas, the experiences of management are
actually quite similar: community organizations struggle with financing, rely upon
volunteer efforts to manage the protected areas, work to define their goals in a formal
way, relate to the government and other organizations, and so on. It is possible, then, to
draw some conclusions about how well the communities are adapting to the challenges of
co-managing their respective protected areas, and where they might benefit from training,
although comparative evaluation of a community’s capacity remains an elusive endeavor
in most cases. Grading a community numerically or comparing one community to the
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next would obscure the subtleties of how culture plays into conflict resolution, decisionmaking or financial management, for example. That is not to say that an observer cannot
develop an understanding of how well a community manages the responsibilities of comanagement—or better still—how prepared the community is to handle the unforeseen
challenges of the future, and look for ways in which successes in one community can
benefit another.

Through examination of the experiences of these four communities, some recurring
challenges present themselves: 1) conflict of some sort is pervasive—either within the
community or with outside parties, 2) communities struggle to utilize limited or
insufficient resources in the most effective way, 3) effective communication between the
management organization and the community is often difficult, 4) and the communities
recognize that they do not yet have all of the skills they need for effective management.
With regards to the last point, nearly every one of the capacity elements summarized in
the training objectives outlined in Chapter One (see Table 2) was either mentioned by
community members interviewed as an identified need or highlighted by a situation in the
communities’ experiences to date.

One of the most notable observations of these community projects was that the Silk Grass
community’s management group, FOMB, had dramatically more community
participation in the project than the other two cases. Although FOMB board members
wished for even more participation, they are by far the most democratic of the
organizations studied. While in the short term it might be easier to make management
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decisions with a smaller management group, the opportunity of misunderstanding within
the community becomes greater, as was evident from the Rio Blanco N.P. and the
Spanish Creek W.S. cases. While communication between the community and FOMB
could be improved, Silk Grass seemed to have little dissent within the community as a
whole, and the management board was well-regarded by community members.

Conflict resolution is, of course, an important skill for communities, as un-addressed
conflict can lead to discouragement, mistrust, and escalation, which could irreparably
harm the project. Conflict was addressed differently in all three cases, however, with
varying levels of success. In the case of Santa Cruz and Santa Elena, there was a strong
cultural barrier to confronting an offending party directly, while this barrier doesn’t seem
to exist in Silk Grass, which openly confronts conflict. Notably, though, the conflict in
Santa Elena and Santa Cruz was addressed within the context of their culture and,
ultimately, did not prevent the project from proceeding ahead. This is an important
illustration of the “conservation in context” principle put forth by Brechin et al. (2002),
which asserts that conservation efforts must recognize local uniqueness. Does
recognizing and accepting the uniqueness of communities, however, preclude the design
of a standardized program to address capacity issues across a national or regional scale
through training? I would answer that it does not. That communities are unique in many
respects: cultural, social, economic, etc. only requires that trainers pay extra attention to
what these differences are, and adapt programs to ensure that education is provided for
and received within this context. Addressing these differences presents an opportunity for
cross-cultural learning and experience sharing that would benefit a training experience.

92

Peace Corps Volunteers in the Community
Another notable observation was that these community projects seemed to benefit greatly
from an “embedded” Peace Corps Volunteer (PCV) in the community. PCVs are charged
with providing technical assistance to communities (Figure 33), and I saw this played out
in many ways. In several cases, PCVs were instrumental in communicating project
information to Board Members, as in the case of explaining grant application
requirements or take-home work from a workshop, for example. They often had access to
technology and skills to use it effectively, which allowed the communities to compete
with more technologically-advanced communities for resources. The Rio Blanco
communities, for example, have no electricity, but the local PCV has access to a
computer in Punta Gorda, which facilitates email communications and word processing.
As these communities are competing for limited funding with other groups in Belize that
have more technological capacity, access to this technology provides a more level
playing field. Each of the PCVs I interviewed highlighted the importance of not merely
doing a task for the villagers, but transferring skills to them.

Figure 33. Peace Corps Trainees Receive Pre-service Training in Conservation Management
Source: Scott Bernstein (2005)
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There are sometimes specific, tangible benefits to communities having PCVs. For
example, UNDP/GEF Small Grants Program requires an equal contribution of funds or
in-kind services from a grant recipient. A Peace Corps Volunteer’s contribution to the
project is valued at U.S. $24,000, a substantial amount. Additionally, the PCVs often
generated ideas and enthusiasm concerning projects. Community members mentioned
several times that they appreciated the PCV in their community. Having experiences
from outside of Belize, PCVs were able to present ideas and management planning in a
larger context. As all of these projects have a tourism component that includes amenities
for foreigners, the PCVs were able to share their own experiences and preferences to
guide management. Clearly, the PCVs understood their role as advisors, and nearly
always allowed management decisions to unfold from the community members
themselves, although some interviewees relate that there is sometimes reliance on the
PCV beyond this role.

The situation with PCVs in the community, however, is not always perfect. Personality
conflicts between PCVs and community members are, perhaps, inevitable, and on
occasion these conflicts evolve to an environment where having a PCV on the project is
not welcome by the local people. In the case of Rancho Dolores, the assigned volunteer
struggled with her role in the community project, and often was unfairly held responsible
for management problems. As her predecessor took a more active role in the management
of the project, villagers expected the same from this volunteer. As she chose to allow the
local project manager more responsibility for the management of the community’s
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project, the project manager struggled, and conflict between her and the PCV was
exacerbated. In this case, it is my understanding that because co-management of the
protected area was left to a very small group of individuals, as opposed to integrating the
community as a whole more effectively, personality conflicts dominated the tone of the
project.

Overall, it is fair to conclude that while these protected areas benefit from the
management they do receive from the communities, development of capacity would lead
to better management practices, and specifically prepare communities for future
challenges as yet unknown. Some skills, such as monitoring of wildlife, and
understanding of some scientific principles of conservation were notably lacking, and in
turn, management of the protected areas did not seem to include this component as a
primary objective. The training objectives presented in Chapter One, Table 2 are
important and needed in the communities, as most of these skills – if present at all – are
nascent and the communities would benefit from their development. Training initiatives
in the past, while addressing some of these issues, mostly were short-term. Some training,
particularly arts and crafts development, small-business planning and tourism services
development, were presented in the communities themselves and included a broad base
of the community, while protected areas training seemed to most often be held outside of
the communities, in Belmopan, and were limited to a small number of community
members. Hands-on training in protected areas management—as opposed to classroom or
workshop format—was infrequent.
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Whether the differences in community management styles due to culture or context
transfer into more success or failure in co-management is not clear. If anything, comanagement is a complex endeavor, with the characteristics of the protected area itself—
as well as the makeup and capacity of the community—ordaining the final outcome. In
such a complex system, with cultural, social, political, economic, and biological
relationships determining that each co-management experiment will be a unique
experience, it is important to develop a broad base of skills in a number of residents of
each community. Developing capacity will mean, then, not only imparting concrete skills
to individuals, but developing relationships between individuals and between
organizations. Ultimately, training within the communities must work to develop
organizations with the ability to foresee, react to, and solve ill-defined problems as they
arise through skills of critical analysis and problem solving of its members.

Although each of these communities displayed both strengths and weaknesses in the
implementation of their management responsibilities, it is clear that there are many
benefits to be gained from a comprehensive training program that incorporates the needs
of communities. Training is unanimously viewed within the communities as beneficial
and needed, although I will assert that training for training’s sake is not an adequate
measure to address the real – and substantial – gaps in the capacity of communities to comanage. Rather than relegated to an after-thought in the shadow of admittedly more
successful NGO co-managed conservation projects, it should be recognized that
communities are valuable, necessary and important partners in the conservation of natural
resources in Belize.
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Chapter Four – Developing Community
Co-Management Capacity through Training
Introduction to Chapter Four
Co-management is an agreement by which stakeholders invested in the well-being of a
protected area are able to share management responsibilities for this area. In the case of
community co-management, a community organization forms a legal agreement with
another entity—typically a government agency—that empowers the community
organization to make decisions and undertake management activities on the protected
area. As presented in Chapter One, the skills required of community members to form
and build an organization that effectively manages a protected area are complex. Through
the analysis of some methods designed either to train conservation professionals or to
evaluate conservation projects, a discrete set of skills emerges, which can become
objectives for a training program aimed at building community capacity (Chapter One,
Table 2).

Developing a comprehensive training program for communities not only requires
outlining training objectives but also an analysis of the economic, social, historical, legal
and ecological background of the place where these communities exist, as well as an
examination of which skills are already present within Belizean communities and how
training has been undertaken in the past. Chapter Two undertook the former by
presenting the background in which conservation is undertaken within Belize. Chapter
Three addressed the latter by looking at the co-management experiences of four
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communities, concluding that communities in Belize face management challenges that
could be addressed through training that is adaptive, appreciates and builds upon their
unique differences, and is comprehensive enough to address the real management and
organizational needs of the community organization. Chapter Four presents some
theoretical background on conservation training and adult education, discussing the
“why” and “how” of training programs. It reveals some models for training programs that
address the characteristics of adult learners, and concludes with an abridged training
curriculum for developing co-management capacity in Belizean communities.

The Value of Training
Conservation efforts in tropical countries, in general, face challenges from many social
fronts, including poverty, government policies, limited awareness of conservation
problems, and a lack of trained conservation professionals (Bonine et al. 2003). Adams
and McShane (1992) note that a lack of qualified personnel in developing countries limits
the implementation of foreign technical assistance. Understanding particular skills that
are required or desired by communities to co-manage protected areas and community
capacity in need of development is only a beginning step. The next logical question, then,
is how these skills can be developed in community members, and how capacity should be
developed within co-managing communities, supporting NGOs and the government.
Training and education programs have been shown to be effective in developing skills
and increasing productivity in adult learners in many different fields, including medicine,
business, and conservation and protected areas management (e.g. Galvin and Johnson
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2003; Rabinowitz 1993; Cohn 2000). In the conservation field specifically, protected
areas management has been a large focus of funding by international aid organizations,
and the skills and experience needed for this management can only be accomplished
through education (Wemmer and Rudran 1993).

In community-based projects, appropriate training has been shown to enhance the ability
of communities to manage natural resources, particularly in the areas of environmental
assessment (Spaling 2003), participatory evaluation (McDuff 2001), improved
management (Christie and White 1997), and enhancing the knowledge base of the
community members, increasing community participation and improving relationships
with government entities (Howe 2001), all arguably elements of community capacity.
Furthermore, village collaborators proved to be a more “sustainable” human resource
than members of environmental NGOs and government agents when trained in protected
areas management in other parts of the world, as they were more knowledgeable of the
local flora, fauna, and social context. Local people also proved to be more available and
eager to learn and work with a project (Thibault and Blaney 2001). Goven et al. (1998,
21) note:

Institutional learning should be an ongoing process. For effective
participatory structures to be left in place institutions should not only
allow people to participate at the local level but also fully assimilate their
institution’s past experience (good and bad) and use it for changing the
way they operate within the institution and in their external dealings.
Investment should be made in institutional learning processes, budgetary
working practices, internal ethos, training and recruitment policy and
procedures.
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Conservation training programs in many areas of the world, however, have been found to
be limited to a few targeted areas. Training is mostly project-driven, sporadic, and
“focuses on subjects dictated by the needs of the project or external financing” (Bonine et
al. 2003, 1213). Ellis (2000) notes: “Training to equip people with the knowledge and
skill to manage their natural resources is essential for environmental conservation and
preservation. In the Caribbean such training usually takes place in environmental
projects. Within these projects training is organized for field officers in government
departments and in NGOs, and for individuals and groups in project communities.”
Government officials in Belize discussed plans to form a university-level program in
Natural Resource Management at the University of Belize, but this program would be
targeted at educated professionals, and would—for the most part—be inaccessible to
community members limited by formal education and financial constraints.

In contrast, community training in Belize has characteristically focused on developing
specific skills such as “conflict resolution,” “ecotourism,” and “management planning.”
Training programs are conducted within communities; at central, urban locations such as
Belmopan; and at “retreat” locations such as the Cockscomb Basin Wildlife Sanctuary or
the Programme for Belize La Milpa Field Station. Training has typically been
implemented when specific governmental organizations or NGOs have had both the
funds and a training agenda available. Training typically takes place in short, workshopstyle programs that last for one to three days, and includes both men and women in
various roles, depending on the nature of the training objectives. This might, for example,
include women interested in developing Bed and Breakfast services in a workshop in
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hospitality. Also of note, recently, are several workshops aimed at evaluating and
restructuring the co-management process as a whole, which have included active
participants from community groups involved in co-management, government officials,
and representatives of national and international NGOs (Bernstein 2003, Horwich et al.
2004b).

The capacity of communities and individuals required to perform as effective comanagement partners is comprehensive yet primarily lacking within the communities
studied, compared to better organized and funded NGOs. Educational and capacitybuilding programs, then, need to be similarly comprehensive and targeted to the specific
characteristics and learning styles of co-management communities. In Belize, the training
and development of capacity in community groups requires a policy and program of
evaluation and introspection that is centered on achieving tangible and measurable
results. This task, while substantial, is essential to the success of the co-management
initiatives being undertaken in Belize, and not insurmountable. Ultimately, the outcome
of initiating this policy and program is the development of a training program that helps
to realize the goals of the communities, the government, NGOs, and enhances the
economic and environmental well-being of Belize.

Borrini-Feyerabend et al. (2004) note that there are two main challenges in managing
natural resources: 1) responding appropriately to the ecological characteristics of a given
environment: preserving the integrity of the ecological systems and 2) responding to the
social characteristics: dealing with the conflicting interests and concerns of the different
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social actors. The first challenge focuses mainly on the content of managing natural
resources, and the second on the process of this management. Only recently have
conservationists understood the importance of incorporating the cultural practices and
societal norms of stakeholders in the management of natural resources, and not without
missteps (e.g. Belsky 1999).

A comprehensive training program, then, is one that might be envisioned in many forms,
of which some forms and methods may be superior to others, but with a balance between
the elements of content and process as one underlying characteristic of the curriculum. In
order for communities to address complex and difficult problems in social relations and
management, community members require not only technical skills, but more
importantly, the ability to critically think about a situation and analyze the problem
effectively. Through the incorporation of adult-learning techniques, an effective training
program can be created that fosters the development of the many skills needed to comanage protected areas effectively and efficiently.

Models for Training Communities
The Characteristics of Adult Learning and Adult Learning Theory
Adult learning theory stresses the importance of process in the learning environment with
a couple of key precepts: 1) the incorporation of communities into the planning of their
own training, as self-directed learners, and 2) the fostering of a collaborative
environment whereby stakeholders at all levels are involved in organizing, delivering and
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receiving training in protected areas co-management. Self-directed learning based on real
and tangible problems is, as I will demonstrate, both an appropriate and desirable model
for training community-based co-management skills in Belize. Stakeholders are
individuals or groups with an interest in the use and management of an area (Brown and
Wyckoff-Baird 1992), and would include community members, members of the
government, Belizean NGOs, international organizations, and other identified parties. A
collaborative environment seeks to draw from the diverse experiences and perspectives of
stakeholders in defining a curriculum and educating themselves and others.

Adults are different from children in many obvious respects. Education programs for
adults throughout the world, though, often appear as incarnations of the methods that are
used to teach children: a framework of pedagogy. There is a teacher, perhaps standing in
front of rows of chairs, and he or she transmits the content to be learned in the day’s
lesson. The students, unless asked a question, remain passive, absorbing what they can of
the information being transmitted, perhaps quietly taking notes. The content is more
complex with adults, of course, but traditionally the formula for learning remains
virtually unchanged. Children are taught from an early age that this formula defines how
learning is conducted, and as adults we often fall back to this familiar method of passive
learning.

Compared to teens and children, however, adult learners have distinct needs and
requirements for learning, and education programs should recognize these. The field of
adult learning, or andragogy, was pioneered by Malcolm Knowles, who identified several
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characteristics of adult learners that may distinguish their learning from that of children
(Knowles et al. 1998):
1.

Adults are autonomous and self-directed. Adults need to be free to direct
themselves. Teachers must actively involve adult participants in the learning
process and serve as facilitators for them. Teachers should allow the participants
to assume responsibility for group leadership and presentation of material, and get
participants’ perspectives about what material to cover and how it should be
presented. Teachers should act in the role of facilitator and demonstrate to
participants how the class will allow them to reach their own personal goals.

2.

Adults have accumulated life experiences and knowledge that may include
work-related activities, previous education and family responsibilities. They need
to connect these experiences with the current learning to be undertaken. To help
them do so, facilitators should work to draw out participants’ experiences in the
context of the material to be learned. Theories and concepts should be related to
the participants so that they recognize the value of learning.

3.

Adults are goal oriented, and appreciate an educational program with clearlydefined and well-organized elements. Instructors must demonstrate to participants
how this training will help them achieve their goals. This clarification of goals
and objectives must be done early in the course so as to set the context for the
learning to take place.

4.

Adults are relevancy-oriented. Learning must be applicable to their work or
other responsibilities so that they can see a reason for learning. Instructors must
identify objectives for the participants early in the course, and theories and
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concepts must be placed in a context that is familiar and important to participants.
Allowing participants to direct and outline the learning experiences and projects
will aid in creating relevancy in the training experience.
5.

Adults are practical, and will focus on the aspects of a lesson most useful to
them in their work. They may not be interested in learning and knowledge for its
own sake, so instructors must explicitly relate how the learning is applicable to
the participants’ work.

In short, andragogy is learning that is distinctive from the learning of children, and
implies that instruction for adults needs to be more process-oriented, and not entirely
content-oriented. Case studies, role playing and simulations are some possible methods
for engaging adult learners in the process of what is being taught. Also key in this theory
of learning is the concept of self-directed or autonomous learning. Autonomy in learning
does not necessarily refer to learning on one’s own, but rather the process whereby
learners take control and responsibility for the goals and purposes of learning, and
assume ownership of the learning process. The process of self-directed learning is one in
which “...individuals take the initiative, with or without the help of others, in diagnosing
their learning needs, formulating learning goals, identifying human and material
resources for learning, choosing and implementing appropriate learning strategies, and
evaluating learning outcomes” (Knowles et al. 1998). Instructors in this environment,
then, take on the role of facilitating the processes of learning rather than just presenting
content in a one-way conduit, although self-directed learning does not preclude learners
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choosing a traditional style of information transmittal for its efficiency in learning in
certain circumstances.

The role of participant experience in adult learning situations becomes another key
element in the education process. Knowles et al. (1998) assert that prior experiences of
the learner impact the learning process in four ways. They:
1) Create a wider range of individual differences
2) Provide a rich resource for learning
3) Create biases that can inhibit or shape new learning, and
4) Provide grounding for adults’ self-identity
The third point highlights the obstacles that prior experience can have in the learning
process as learners attempt to integrate new material into a knowledge framework that
may have suited them well for a long time. At times, though, the new material may not fit
into a learner’s prior experiences or schema, and requires learners to change their beliefs
in a fundamental way, termed “double-loop learning” (Argyris 1982).

David Kolb (1984) defines learning as “The process whereby knowledge is created
through transformation of experience,” the nexus between content and experience,
whereby each transforms the other. Kolb outlines four steps in the experiential learning
process (Figure 34).
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Concrete
Experience

Testing implications of
concepts in new situations

Observations and
Reflections

Formation of abstract
concepts and generalizations

Figure 34. Kolb’s Experiential Learning Model
Source: Knowles et al. (1998)

Developing a process model for learning involves the andragogical teacher (or facilitator)
preparing a set of procedures that form the structure of the educational experience that
involves the learners. Knowles (1978) outlines these elements: 1) establish a climate
conducive to learning; 2) create a mechanism for mutual planning; 3) diagnose the needs
for learning; 4) formulate program objectives, or content that will meet these needs; 5)
design a pattern of learning experiences; 6) conduct these learning experiences with
suitable techniques and materials; and 7) evaluate the learning outcomes and re-evaluate
learning needs. Having a process model does not imply that content is not present in the
learning experience. Rather than focusing on the transmission of information, as the
content model does, the process model is “concerned with providing procedures and
resources for helping learners acquire information and skills” (Knowles 1978).
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Problem-based and Case-based Learning Methods
The process of learning from an adult education perspective, then, requires the
conception of non-traditional methods of instruction—that is, methods distinct from a
pedagogical approach. Two such methods that have achieved success in many fields of
study are the teaching philosophies and practices of Problem-Based Learning (PBL) and
Case-Based Learning (CBL). These two methods are quite similar in their approaches,
both using cases that illustrate real-world situations that are often ill-defined. Learners are
given objectives along with the cases and much freedom to decide how to approach their
lack of knowledge about aspects of the case. Case-Based Learning incorporates similar
goals to PBL, but often without as rigid of an instruction style, and was developed from
the PBL approach (Lifelines 2005). For the purposes of developing capacity within
communities in Belize, these two approaches may be discussed interchangeably.

PBL was developed in the 1960’s and 1970’s for use in medical education. According to
Barrows and Tamblyn (1980), “Problem-based learning is the learning that results from
the process of working toward the understanding or resolution of a problem. The problem
is encountered first in the learning process.” This philosophy became central to
McMaster University’s goal of developing an entire curriculum to promote lifelong
learning for professional development based on a student-centered multidisciplinary
education. Problem-based learning methods spread, and led to the use of this technique in
a number of professional fields by 1980 (Björck 2004).
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Case-Based learning can be defined as a curriculum development and delivery system
that understands the need to develop problem solving skills as well as the necessity of
helping individuals to acquire necessary knowledge and skills. PBL and CBL curricula
are based on real world problems, not hypothetical case studies with neat, absolute
outcomes. Through the process of struggling with these problems, students learn both
material content and critical thinking skills. Notes Wertheim (2005), cases:
•

Develop skills in thinking clearly about ambiguous, unstructured situations using
incomplete information

•

Help to develop skills at recognizing what information is important and what is
missing

•

Help to develop concise, reasonable, and consistent action plans

•

Help to identify implicit models and assumptions, values and goals needed every
day

•

Provide an opportunity to develop skills in presenting (written and oral) ideas to
people and to groups; to influence and persuade others

•

Improve one’s ability to predict behavioral outcomes

CBL and PBL have several characteristics which may be utilized in designing and
implementing curricula:
1)

Learning Is Student-Centered. With the aid of a tutor or facilitator,
students take responsibility for their own learning, defining problems
and what learning they require to more fully understand and manage the
problem. Students are able to personalize the learning process so as to
concentrate on the most relevant and interesting areas of knowledge.
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Students are only given guidelines to solving problems, not solutions or
methods per se. There aren’t formulas with which students approach
the material or derive solutions.
2)

Learning Occurs in Small Student Groups. Groups are typically
made up of five to nine students. Typically, the student groups are resorted at the end of each unit in the curriculum, which gives the
students opportunities to work in different groups and with different
facilitators.

3)

Teachers Are Facilitators or Guides. The role of facilitators is
distinct from the role of lecturer, who traditionally presented
information to often passive students, assigned reading or other study
material, and graded the performance of each student. Instead,
facilitators spur active learning and questioning by the students, aiding
them in understanding the best questions to ask about the problem and
learning to manage the problem better.

4)

Problems Form the Organizing Focus and Stimulus for Learning.
Problems are presented to students as written cases, vignettes, or in
other formats. The problems represent challenges that students would
likely face in real situations, and provides the relevance and motivation
for learning. As students contemplate the problem, they identify the
skills required to understand and manage the situation, drawing on and
integrating information from several disciplines.
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5)

Problems Are a Vehicle for Developing Problem-Solving Skills. As
problems are presented in a format which represents real-world
situations, where answers and solutions are not obvious, students
develop critical-thinking skills and abilities which enable them to
understand and manage real-world problems. The problems do not test
skills, but rather assist in development of the skills themselves. Further,
the problems are truly ill-structured, without a unique solution. As
information is gathered and assimilated, solutions to problems
continually change. Assessment of a student’s performance is authentic
and based upon his/her participation in the process of problem-solving.

6)

New Information Is Acquired Through Self-Directed Learning. In
addition to student-centered learning aided by a facilitator, students
partake in their own study and research on subjects. During this selfdirected learning, students work together, discussing, sharing and
debating what they have learned. (Adapted from Barrows 1996; Stepien
and Gallagher 1993; Waterman & Butler 1985)

By learning through cases, participants encounter and confront real-world, ill-structured
problems, which they must work together to evaluate and solve. In the end, this method
develops skills that are useful beyond the content of the course being taught, and enables
participants to develop skills outside of the specific content being introduced. Participants
learn to identify and frame issues surrounding complex problems, locate and manage
information, develop reasonable answers to questions, provide support for conclusions
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that are made, develop decision-making abilities, and collaborate for problem solutions
(Lifelines 2005).

Using cases as a basis for instruction is a powerful method of teaching. Learning that
occurs around a particular and realistic situation is retained more fully by the learner and
is more able to be applied to similar situations (Brown et al.1989; Schmidt 1983). Cases
can be evaluated in small groups of community members using a ten-step approach
(Figure 35):

Figure 35. A ten step approach to problem-based learning
Source: Adapted from Greenwald (1999)
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A Framework for Designing and Presenting Cases
Designing and presenting effective cases is something of an art form. Cases are stories,
meant to engage the reader in a problem that creates an emotional tie and is relevant to
the reader’s experiences. As such, bland, uninteresting stories that present facts and
figures without style will have difficulty capturing the reader – and the classroom – in the
importance of the situation. Likewise, cases are meant to be “ill-defined” and should not
have absolute or obvious solutions. An example of a case study is presented in Figure 36.

Herreid (1997) presents some guidelines which we may use in the development of cases
for co-management training. He states that a good case:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Tells a story
Focuses on an interest-arousing issue
Is set in the past five years
Creates empathy with the central characters
Includes quotations
Is relevant to the reader
Must have training utility
Is conflict provoking
Is decision forcing
Has generality
Is short
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Figure 36. An example of a case study used for discussion and training
Source: Scott Bernstein (2005)

As the process of the case-based training is as important as the content, it is necessary for
case designers and facilitators to give some thought to the learning environment created
for and by the participants. In order to create the environment most conducive to case-
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based learning, facilitators must work to include many viewpoints and ensure that
participants feel free to express themselves. Herreid (2001) offers some tips for creating
this learning environment:
•

Always prepare – know the objectives of the case and have
prepared questions

•

Begin discussion with neutral or simple questions

•

Allow the learners time to analyze the facts before dealing with
controversial emotional material

•

Let the students know each other before having discussions.

•

Use visual aids to put material into context and organize the
case

•

Listen to the participants, and call on different people

•

Arrange the seats so that participants interact with each other.

•

Allow enough time for developing discussion – 90 minutes or
two hours is best

•

Don’t just have learners discuss things, have them produce a
product

Evaluation of Training Programs
Evaluation is the method by which we can track the progress of training and determine if
this training is appropriate and is achieving the results we had predicted. From wellconstructed evaluation, it is also possible to improve and adapt the training methods for
future training programs. One definition of evaluation is “documenting the congruence of
learner outcomes and program objectives” (Tyler 1950), which simply suggests that
evaluation measures the ability of a training program to transfer skills or learning to
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participants. Grotelueschen (1980), however, lists three main reasons for evaluation: 1)
program accountability and justification, 2) program improvement, and 3) planning for
future education programs

Kirkpatrick (1959, 1994) outlines the four main steps of training evaluation, which—
although related—are independently measurable:
•

Reaction – how well-received was the training program by the participants?

•

Learning – did the participants change their beliefs or gain knowledge / skills?

•

Behavior – has the participant changed the way s/he does things?

•

Results – what are the measurable outcomes of this training (increased biodiversity,
community development, etc.)?

Participant reaction is easily measured through simple surveys which ask learners’
perceptions and feelings about the training experience. For a sample of this type of
survey, see Appendix C. Learning is also easily evaluated using attitude, knowledge or
skills tests, preferably delivered both before and after the training. These tests may be
very content-specific and objectively measure how well the participants absorbed the
knowledge or skills of the training program, or how effective the training was in
changing attitudes and beliefs. The best method of evaluation of learning will depend on
the material being taught, and may include hands-on skills tests (e.g. wildlife
identification), written (e.g. regulations), or some other appropriate method. Evaluation
of changes in behavior, notes Kirkpatrick (1994), must allow time for the behavior
change to take place. This component should also be tested before and after the training,
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and may be undertaken with surveys, interviews or through observation, with the
evaluator noting the behavior of the participant upon returning to “real-world” situations.
An example of a “patterned interview” used for evaluating behavior changes is presented
in Appendix D. The final step – evaluating results – may require a more developed
evaluation program, as some specific results may be hard to quantify. Evaluation models
for community-based co-management (e.g. Horwich et al. 2004a) may prove useful for a
simple measurement of where a community has developed capacity. Isolating the
importance of training in this development, though, will require some analysis, as many
factors may have played a part in the improved capacity of the community. Defining
specific goals for training, however, will facilitate measurement of results in the future.

Training as a Method for Building Community
co-Management Capacity

Assumptions in Developing a Curriculum
Co-management of a protected area, large or small, requires a committed group of
community members and an engaged co-management partner, each with a diverse and
extensive set of skills, which are summarized in the training objectives listed in Chapter
One, Table 2. As was presented in Chapter Three, Belizean communities, while they have
other unique assets to bring to co-management, generally lack many of the skills and
capacities necessary to be effective co-management partners. The Government of Belize
has many trained and effective individuals for its part, but lacks the resources necessary
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to manage the extensive protected areas in the country. Training initiatives and programs
are often reflections on the commitment and goals of the organizations presenting the
training, since human and material resources are necessary inputs to transfer skills and
develop capacity. The first questions, then, when designing a training program need to be
centered on the objectives, commitment and motivations of those offering training and
those receiving it.

Co-management as a system of natural resource protection and community development
in Belize justifies a complete and serious approach to building capacity within
communities. In order for this capacity within communities to be developed in a timely
and significant way, an investment in the training process by the Government of Belize,
NGOs, communities and funding agencies is necessary. This investment will require
financial, human and other resources to reach its end, but the result will be a more
effective and efficient management of protected areas. Following are assumptions I made
when designing this curriculum:
1) In order for it to be effective and comprehensive, training should be longterm—at least six months, preferably a year. If it is not feasible to hold
continuous training for this period, however, a comprehensive training
program delivered in shorter sessions over time would be an improvement to a
catch-as-catch-can approach to training. Consistency in training methodology
is essential for participants’ understanding and learning. Training should
culminate in a degree or certificate for participants, which would hold value
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within their communities, and demonstrate that the participant has
successfully developed skills and knowledge for co-management.
2) Training for effective co-management is a collaborative, multi-stakeholder
endeavor, with substantial input and learning to be had from relevant parties
within the country and region, including the GOB, national and international
NGOs, the Peace Corps, and community members themselves. Integrating
embedded Peace Corps Volunteers into the training programs so that they may
facilitate continued learning in the communities following a workshop is
extremely valuable.
3) Training that is focused not only on content, but process will develop critical
thinking and reasoning skills, and empower participants to develop their own
learning styles.
4) Training programs should be developed within the context of the community
culture, optimally located in one or more communities that are co-managing a
protected area.
5) Training should employ many strategies for learning, including case-based
problems, discussions, hands-on activities, reading and activity projects, as
adults learn at different paces and through different methods.

A General Curriculum for Community-based Co-management
This general curriculum (Table 4) presents an overview of the 13 training topics
identified in Chapter One, Table 2, and defines the focus and potential methods, concepts
and possible facilitators of training each of these units. For implementation, this
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curriculum will require further development, incorporating input from stakeholders and
expansion on each unit’s elements, including reading materials, case studies and other
activities.
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Table 4: A Community Co-management Training Curriculum

Objective 1. Developing and administering a democratic community organization
An empowered and effective community organization is
Teaching points
the heart of successful co-management. This organization
requires a participatory approach from community
members. Stakeholders need to be identified, a
management group formed, and effective management
practices need to be brought into the everyday workings of
the group.
Key concepts
• Participation and Equality
• Stakeholders
• Developing an organizational mission and
vision
• Communication within the group
• Sustainable institutions
Case study review, lecture, discussion, stakeholder role
Methods
play, community surveys, reading
Community members
Facilitator
Objective 2. Understanding laws governing co-management, land tenure and
working with government agencies
Understanding the laws governing co-management and
Teaching points
land tenure empowers communities to work within the
system effectively. Lobbying and negotiation with
government agencies is an important part of the comanagement process. Local government is an important
ally in this process.
Key concepts
• Legal requirements
• Obstacles to overcome
• Collaboration between the GOB and
communities
• Working with local governance structures
Case study, lecture, discussion, negotiation role play,
Methods
reading
Government of Belize, local government officials
Facilitators
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Objective 3. Developing Linkages Between NGOs and other Community Groups
Many NGOs in Belize have developed some capacity for
Teaching points
co-management, and can offer much assistance in the comanagement process. Communities can find common
ground for collaboration, whether they are in the same
region, manage a similar habitat, etc. Sharing of
knowledge and resources is an effective strategy.
Key concepts
• Collaboration
• Utilization of existing knowledge
• Developing a good working climate between
organizations
• Learning from other’s mistakes
Case study, lecture, discussion, role play, reading
Methods
Belize Audubon, Peace Corps, community groups, other
Facilitators
NGOs
Objective 4. Negotiation and conflict resolution
Conflict between community members, private
Teaching points
landowners, government officials, etc. is inevitable, and
can affect communities and the protected area. Effective
techniques for conflict resolution are key to maintaining
the focus of the project and achieving goals. Negotiation
skills are important for being an effective and empowered
group.
Key concepts
• Managing conflict in a cultural context
• Developing “win-win” solutions
• Seeing the world from another’s view
Case study, lecture, discussion, conflict role play, reading
Methods
Communities, outside experts
Facilitators
Objective 5. Basic natural sciences and conservation biology
Managing a protected area, and designing an effective
Teaching points
environmental strategy requires a basic knowledge of
science and conservation principles.
Key concepts
• Role of science in decision-making
• Evaluating ecosystem services
• Identifying threats
• Conservation corridors
Case study, lecture, discussion, field studies, reading
Methods
Science professionals, conservationists, community
Facilitators
members
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Objective 6. Technology for natural resources management
Technology in many forms is useful in natural resources
Teaching points
management, and can empower a group to make effective
decisions, and have access to the most current information
Key concepts
• Identifying available resources
• Computer technology and the Internet
• GPS technology and mapping
• Research and data collection
• Integrating available technology into the
project
Case study, lecture, discussion, hands-on training, reading
Methods
Government of Belize, NGOs
Facilitators
Objective 7. Protected areas management
Efficient use of resources for park management will help
Teaching points
you to meet goals and objectives
Key concepts
• Identifying needed management skills
• Personnel
• Patrolling
• Developing infrastructure
Case study, lecture, discussion, field study, reading
Methods
Government of Belize, NGOs, community members
Facilitators
Objective 8. Practices of monitoring and evaluation wildlife
Monitoring and evaluating wildlife will be a basis for
Teaching points
measuring the conservation effectiveness of the project.
Key concepts
• Monitoring skills and data collection
• Training field personnel
• Community involvement in monitoring
Case study, lecture, discussion, field study, reading
Methods
Outside experts, community members, GOB
Facilitators
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Objective 9. Creating management and operations plans
Developing sound planning documents is key to an
Teaching points
effective and successful project. Management and
operations plans encourage thought and discussion about
the project within the management group, donors,
community and co-management team. Having plans
creates a clear direction and stability within the project,
and allows managers to look to the long-term.
Key concepts
• The importance of planning and plans
• The planning process
• Writing a plan
• Evaluation of the co-management project
Case study, lecture, discussion, exercises, reading
Methods
NGOs, Peace Corps, community members
Facilitators
Objective 10. Accounting and financial management
Managing and accounting for resources effectively
Teaching points
protects the project funds from abuse, and demonstrates to
granting organizations the professionalism of the
management group.
Key concepts
• Accounting principles
• Financial management systems
• Developing budgets and forecasting
• Developing a financial plan
Case study, lecture, discussion, activities, reading
Methods
Government of Belize, outside experts, NGOs, PACT
Facilitators
Objective 11. Fundraising and sustainable business development
Having adequate funding is necessary to meet your goals
Teaching points
and objectives. Developing relationships with granting
organizations will help in the granting process. Business
development allows the community as a whole to benefit
from the project.
Key concepts
• Grant writing and grantors
• Encouraging sustainable business opportunities
• Ecotourism
• Developing business plans
• Marketing
Case study, lecture, discussion, activities, reading
Methods
Belize Tourism Board, GOB, NGOs, PACT, outside
Facilitators
experts, community members
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Objective 12. Communication, outreach and education
Effective communication with your community and the
Teaching points
outside world are important ways to have your project
goals understood and relate your experiences. Education
about your project and environmental issues raises
awareness and ensures support for your project.
Key concepts
• Tools for communication
• Designing education centers
• Word of mouth and networking
• Working with schools
• Designing education programs
Case study, lecture, discussion, activities, reading
Methods
Government of Belize, teachers, NGOs, community
Facilitators
members
Objective 13. Training for trainers
Training is an ongoing process, and it is important to
Teaching points
continually train group members and the community to
build capacity within your organization.
Key concepts
• Continuing education
• Sharing knowledge and experiences
• Developing training plans
Case study, lecture, discussion, role play, reading
Methods
Peace Corps, community members, outside experts
Facilitators

Conclusion to Chapter Four and
Recommendations
In a world with unlimited resources, there would probably be little disagreement as to
how to help communities. Governments, NGOs, aid organizations and the communities
themselves would mostly be involved in the business of distributing abundant resources
to everyone involved. Community members that had the initiative to better themselves or
change their occupation would have many opportunities and resources to do so. Men and
women would be given every manner of help to manage protected areas in their midst,
and would receive many tangible and intangible rewards for their good management.
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The world in which we live is quite different than the one pictured above, however.
Resources are limited, and because of that, we must often decide where our money, time
and expertise are to be spent for the most beneficial result. Such is the case with training
communities to develop their capacity to co-manage protected areas. Many in Belize,
from government officials to outside evaluators to community members themselves, are
in agreement that communities need more skills, knowledge and resources to effectively
and efficiently be co-management partners with the government. For some time now, this
need has been recognized, and some steps have been taken to increase the capacity of
communities to co-manage, including training workshops, embedding Peace Corps
Volunteers in communities, and providing grants to build community organizations and
protected areas facilities. These steps have helped communities in different ways, but a
formidable gap between what communities are asked to do and what they are capable of
doing remains. The questions, then, become: Are we doing the right things? Are we
doing enough?

This paper is not meant to be a criticism of the steps that have been taken toward
developing community capacity, but rather an argument that the rewards for developing
and implementing a training program that is more comprehensive than that so far
attempted in Belize would be substantial. The decision needs to be made by the
Government of Belize and others that would organize this training as to whether this
would be the best use of the limited resources available. I have presented here a
discussion of what skills and knowledge communities need, the current situation of four
typical communities in Belize, and finally, one possible method for developing these
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skills in communities. To fully implement the training program proposed here would
require not only a financial commitment, but a commitment of time and purpose as well.
This investment, though, promises to pay off in the long-term for the co-managed
protected areas in Belize, and for the communities that have taken up the responsibility
for co-management. An increased involvement in and commitment to the development of
management capacities in communities by the Government of Belize to should be the
starting point for these initiatives.

The Next Steps
As the proposed curriculum is intended to be only a rough framework for training
communities to co-manage effectively and efficiently, it needs further development. Each
unit, which aims to meet one of thirteen training objectives, should be expanded and
revised. Community input—as well as input from NGOs and the Government of Belize—
should be incorporated into developing each training module to best suit the needs of the
stakeholders. Collaboration on designing and implementing the training will reap large
benefits in the long run. Additionally, a complete budget for training must be developed,
and financing opportunities for this project should be explored. The best mechanism for
exploring these issues would be a democratic consortium of stakeholder representatives
empowered with the task of creating a complete training proposal. This proposal would
explicitly define the purposes and methods of training, detail a budget and timetable for
training, and identify participants and the best facilitators for each training objective. The
proposal would be an excellent starting point for a grant application to fund the training.
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Bonine et
al. (2003)

Community
Workshop

Horwich et al.
(2004)

CANARI
(2002)

TNC (2005)

ICPL - Short Course
Professional Training (2003)

1. Developing and
administering a
democratic community
organization

• Organization
management and
administration

• Organizational
development

• Empowered Group

• Worldview
• Culture

• Broad-based management
committee/technical advisory committee
for project area

• Collaborative management and participatory
approaches

• Bylaws
• Project Communication

• Structure

• Training plan for on-site personnel

• Group Meetings

• Flexibility

• On-site personnel
• Stakeholder and constituency support for
project area

• Project Coordinator
• Stakeholders

• Management skills: organization; team, time
and change management
• Generic skills training: interpersonal skills;
communication, presentation and negotiation

• Community involvement in compatible
resource use in the project area

• Management Group
• Evaluation Support
• Community Scale

2. Understanding laws
governing comanagement, land tenure
and working with
government agencies

• Lobbying

3. Developing linkages
between NGOs and other
community groups

• Conservation
enterprise
development

4. Negotiation and
conflict resolution

• Negotiation and
conflict resolution

5. Basic natural science
and principles of
conservation biology

• Basic natural
sciences

• Protected Area

• Official declaration of protected area status
within the project area

• Policy Analysis

• Protected Areas: IUCN designations;
purposes; systems and networks

• Project area zoning

• Law

• Policy agenda development at
national/regional/local levels for project
area
• Land tenure issues within the project area
• Agency Participation

• Conflict
resolution

• Conflict resolution

• Increased Biota

• Conservation
biology
• Research methods

6. Technology for natural
resources management

• Information
technology and
computer skills

• Information
technology and
computer skills
• Demarcation

• Institutional leadership for project area

• Maps

• The role of NGO's and the voluntary sector;
the politics of conservation

• Consensus building and conflict resolution;
building partnerships with communities

• Skills

• Threats analysis for the project area

• Environmental management: designing
environmental strategies and action plans;
appraising and evaluating policy;
environmental and social impact assessment;
strategic environmental assessment; running
Integrated Conservation and Development
Projects

Appendix A. Comparison of Conservation Approaches
and Related Training Objectives

• Sociology and
anthropology
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Training Objectives

Training Objectives

Bonine et
al. (2003)

Community
Workshop

Horwich et al.
(2004)

7. Protected areas
management

• Protected-areas
management

• Fire management
and safety
• Patrolling of
parks
• Law enforcement
• Trail creation and
marking
• Road
construction
• Control of
invasive species
• Biological
monitoring

• Operations Plan

• Forestry

CANARI
(2002)

TNC (2005)

ICPL - Short Course
Professional Training (2003)

• Physical infrastructure for the project area

• Land-use planning: the principles;
formulation of planning policy

• Infrastructure

• Monitoring plan development and
implementation

• Biological Data

8. Practices of monitoring
and evaluating keystone
species and biodiversity

• Monitoring and
evaluation

9. Creating management
and operations plans

• Project design

• Management Plan

• Site-based long-term management plan

• Management planning: from areas to sites; the
preparation and presentation of plans

10. Accounting and
financial management

• Accounting and
financial
management

• Financial Management

• Long-term financial plan for the project
area

• Business planning for protected area
managers: corporate financial planning;
management systems and structures;
assessing performance

11. Fundraising and
sustainable business
development

• Fundraising

• Data collection

• Fundraising

• Economics

• Conservation
monitoring

• Financial Sustainability

• Material
Resources

• Marketing for recreation and tourism:
analysing visitor needs; strategic marketing

• Economic Benefits

• Visitor management: planning for recreation
and tourism; evaluation of impacts;
integrating the needs of conservation and
recreation
• Sustainable tourism: principles and
application

12. Communication,
outreach and education

• Communication
and outreach

• Environmental
education
• Community
outreach

• Education
• Literature
• External
communication

• Linkages

• Environmental communication and
education plans for the project area

• Environmental education: the role of schools
in environmental management
• Information and interpretation: the principles
and purposes; planning interpretation
programmes

• Model project

13. Training for trainers

• Training for trainers; planning and managing
training programmes; skills and techniques;
getting feedback; evaluation
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Appendix B. List of interviewees
Name

Title1

Organization

Location2

Valdemar Andrade

Board of Trustees

Belize City

Santiago Ash

Councilor

Belize Audubon
Society (BAS)
Rio Blano Mayan
Association (RBMA)

Walter Belisle
Prudencio Canti
Nellie Catzim
Derric Chan
Antonio Choc
Ruben Choc
Victoriano Choc
Earl Codd
Kevin Denny
Rosalia Dobson

Warden
Secretary
Protected Areas Coordinator
Park Director
Vice-secretary
Treasurer
Vice-chairman
Conservation Officer
Owner
Vice-president

Spanish Creek W.S.
RBMA
BAS
Half Moon Caye N.P.
RBMA
RBMA
RBMA
Department of Forestry
Mama Noots
Friends of MayflowerBocawina (FOMB)

Rancho Dolores
Santa Cruz
Belize City
Half Moon Caye
Santa Elena
Santa Elena
Santa Elena
Belmopan
Silk Grass
Silk Grass

Ansel Dubon
Heather Folk
Albert Gill
Doreen Guzman
Ramon Guzman

Consultant
Peace Corps Volunteer
Warden
Treasurer
Warden

Anna Hoare
Dr. Robert
Horwich
Cindy Joseph

Director
Executive Director

Fiona Martin

Manager

Nicole McDougal
Matthew Miller
Katie Moll
Chris and Dawn
Nesbitt
Diana O’Brien
Dr. Sharon Palacio
Genoveo Peck
Dr. Filiberto
Penados

U.S. Peace Corps
Spanish Creek W.S.
FOMB
Mayflower-Bocawina
N.P. (MBNP)

Santa Cruz

Punta Gorda
Silk Grass
Rancho Dolores
Silk Grass
Silk Grass

BAS
Community
Conservation
Rancho Dolores
Environment
Development Group
(RDEDG)
Monkey Bay Wildlife
Sanctuary

Belize City
Gays Mills, WI, USA

Director

RDEDG

Rancho Dolores

Associate Country Director
Peace Corps Volunteer

U.S. Peace Corps
U.S. Peace Corps
Maya Mountain
Research Farm

Belize City
Santa Cruz
San Antonio, Toledo

Staff

Business Owner
University of Belize /
City Council
Warden
Director

MBNP
Tumul-Kin Center of
Learning

Rancho Dolores

Democracia

Rancho Dolores
Belmopan
Silk Grass
Blue Creek, Toledo
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Name

Title

Organization

Location

Sharon Perera

Program Officer

Belmopan

Bob (Earl) Perez
Jose Perez

Chairman of the Board
Program Officer
International Coordinator
Board Member
Protected Areas Officer
President
Chief Forest Officer
Protected Areas Manager

Protected Areas
Conservation Trust
(PACT)
RDEDG
PACT
Birds Without Borders
RDEDG
Department of Forestry
FOMB
Department of Forestry
BAS
University of Florida

Vicki Piaskowski
Calbert Pook
Natalie Rosado
Terrance Salam
Osmany Salas
June Neal Sanker
Pio Saqui
LaBelle Saucier
Michele Seeley
Marcus Sho
Valeria Sho
Anna Squires
Phillip Stafford
Aaron Sypek
Bacilio Teal
Nikki Tillett
Lillian Tong
Miguel Usher

Urban Planner
Peace Corps Volunteer
Chairman

U.S. Peace Corps
RBMA

Volunteer
Peace Corps Volunteer

University of Belize
U.S. Peace Corps

Peace Corps Volunteer
Vice-treasurer
Training Officer
Faculty Associate

U.S. Peace Corps
RBMA
PACT
University of
Wisconsin
UNDP / GEF

Zoe Walker

Operational Program
Assistant
Consultant

Jessie Young

President

Shipstern Nature
Reserve
Community Baboon
Santuary Women’s
Group

Rancho Dolores
Belmopan
Milwaukee, WI, USA
Rancho Dolores
Belmopan
Silk Grass
Belmopan
Belize City
Gainsville, FL, USA
Silk Grass
Rancho Dolores
Santa Cruz
Santa Cruz
Belmopan
Golden Stream,
Toledo
Dangriga
Santa Cruz
Belmopan
Madison, WI, USA
Belmopan
Sarteneja
Bermudian Landing

1. All titles and organizational affiliations were current at the time of the interview
2. All locations are in Belize unless specified otherwise
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Appendix C. Sample evaluation form for gauging participant reactions to training
Adapted from Kirkpatrick (1994)

Please complete this form to let us know your reaction to the program. Your input will help us to
evaluate our efforts, and your comments and suggestions will help us to plan future program that meet
your needs and interests.
Instructions: Circle the appropriate number after each statement and then add your comments.

High
1. How do you rate the subject content?
(interesting, helpful, etc.)

Low

5

4

3

2

1

5

4

3

2

1

5

4

3

2

1

5

4

3

2

1

5

4

3

2

1

Comments:

2. How do you rate the instructor?
(preparation, communication, etc.)
Comments:

3. How do you rate the facilities?
(comfort, convenience, etc.)
Comments:

4. How do you rate the schedule?
(time, length, etc.)
Comments:

5. How would you rate this program as an educational
experience to help you co-manage a protected area?
6. What topics were most beneficial?

7. What suggestions do you have for future programs?
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Appendix D. Sample patterned interview for evaluating changes in behavior
Adapted from Kirkpatrick (1994)

The interviewer reviews the program with the interviewee and highlights the behaviors that the
program encouraged. The interviewer then clarifies the purpose of the interview, which is to evaluate
the effectiveness of the course so that improvements can be made in the future. Specifically, the
interview will determine the extent to which the suggested behaviors have been applied to the
participant’s work. If they have not been applied, the interviewer will seek to learn why not. The
interviewer makes it clear that all information will be held confidential so that the answers given can
be frank and honest.

1. What specific behaviors were you taught and encouraged to use?

2. When you left the training program, how anxious were you to change your behavior upon returning
to your community?

3. How well-equipped were you to do what was suggested?

4. If you are not doing some of the things you were encouraged and taught to do, why not?
How Significant?

Very
a. It wasn’t practical for my situation
b. Other people in my community discourage me from
changing.
c. I haven’t found the time.
d. I tried it and it didn’t work.
e. Other reasons.
5. To what extent do you plan to do things differently in the future?

6. What suggestions do you have for making the program more helpful?

To some
extent

Not
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Appendix E. Sample Interview Questions for
Community Stakeholders / Project Managers:
1) What are the goals of this project?
2) How well do you feel these goals are being met? Why?
3) What are the biggest successes of the project? Why were these successes?
4) Where are the greatest needs for improvement in the project? Why?
5) What would you say are the biggest challenges to come in the future? Why are
these challenges?
6) Who provides the most coordination for the project? What do they do?
7) Who makes the decisions regarding the project? How are decisions made?
8) How well does the community work together to solve problems with the project?
9) Who benefits from the project? What are the benefits?
10) What would you say are the biggest needs of the project now and in the future?
Do you have plans to address these needs?
11) What kind of training, if any, would best benefit the project?
12) Would you prefer to travel to receive training with other communities or receive
training here in your community?
13) How do you learn best, in a classroom setting or with hands-on activities? What
are some examples of things you might like to learn in each of those methods?
14) What organizations in Belize (national or international) have provided the most
help to you in organizing and running the project? How have they helped?
15) What further help could you use from these or other organizations?
16) Is there anything else that you think I should know about this project, or that you
would like to say?

