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A. INTRODUCTION 
A high proportion of the land and sea resources of Belize are subject to special measures 
to conserve their intrinsic qualities and their value to society - in other words, they are 
within protected areas. This network of sites, and the various agencies responsible for 
their administration, has evolved organically over many decades and continues to do so, 
reflecting changing attitudes and approaches to addressing environmental issues. The 
level of success, however, has been very variable and there are still calls for additional 
protected areas. Belize now finds itself at a crossroads: the network represents a wealth 
of valuable resources but how should it be developed to best effect? And how should it be 
integrated more effectively with the national economy and its conflicting demands?  
   
In October 2003, the Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of Natural Resources and the 
Environment, in collaboration with the Minister of Agriculture and Fisheries and the 
Minister of Tourism, established a Task Force – with high level representation from the 
relevant administrative agencies – charged with ensuring that a comprehensive National 
Protected Areas Policy and Systems Plan was prepared. This document is the end-
product of the process.   
 
The Constitution is the supreme law of Belize and any other law that is inconsistent with it 
is considered void. The Constitution states that: - 

“ WHEREAS the people of Belize requires policies of state which protect and 
safeguard the unity, freedom, sovereignty, and territorial integrity of Belize; which 
eliminate economic and social privilege and disparity among the citizens of Belize 
whether by race, colour, creed or sex; which protects the rights of the individual to 
life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness; which preserves the right of the individual 
to the ownership of private property and the right to operate private businesses; 
which prohibits the exploitation of man by man or by the state; which ensures a 
just system of social security and welfare; which protects the environment; 
which promotes international peace, security and co-operation among nations, the 
establishment of a just and equitable international economic and social order in the 
world with respect for international law and treaty obligations in the dealing among 
nations …” 

 
The National Protected Areas Policy and Systems Plan reflects the Constitution and is 
founded on the need to ensure that biodiversity conservation becomes an important and 
integral part of national social and economic development. The guiding principle is to 
ensure that the potential contribution of the protected areas system to national 
development and poverty alleviation is maximized, thereby putting it on a sound and 
rational footing.  
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B. METHOD 
 
The approach to plan development was established immediately after the Vth World Park 
Congress, the VIIth Conference of Parties of the Convention on Biodiversity, and the 
World Summit on Sustainable Development (Rio + 10). All three conferences dealt with 
protected areas and the plan therefore incorporates the most recent thinking both in 
Belize and in the international community.  
 
The plan has a set of underlying principles: 

• Ecosystem Approach. 
It provides for integrated management of terrestrial, coastal and marine 
resources at the scale of functioning ecosystems, which include the human 
population and its cultural diversity. The plan must therefore promote 
conservation, sustainable use and equitable sharing of costs and benefits.  

 
• Precautionary Principle. 
The principle states that if the consequences of an action are unknown but 
that there are reasonable grounds to believe they will be negative, then it is 
better not to carry it out. This approach also implies that the burden of proof 
of the suitability and effectiveness of unproven actions lies with the 
proponent and that democracy and transparency must be brought into the 
decision-making process at all levels so that concerns can be voiced. 

 
• Importance of Science. 
Good conservation must be based on sound knowledge provided by 
scientific work on key processes and influences on terrestrial, coastal and 
marine ecosystems and on their structure, functioning and productivity. 
Evidently, understanding develops over time and approaches must evolve 
accordingly. 

 
• Importance of Local and Indigenous Community Knowledge. 
The plan and its implementation must use and draw upon the scientific, 
technical and traditional knowledge of local and indigenous communities. 
Participatory approaches involving all parts of society must be used.  

 
• Monitoring and Evaluation. 
The plan must provide for monitoring and evaluation procedures, in order 
to assess effectiveness in implementing actions. This allows for adaptive 
management and clear measurement of performance, enabling 
accountability to all stakeholders in the process. 

 
• Cost-effectiveness and Efficiency. 
Activities that implement the plan must be cost-effective and efficient. 
Duplication of effort must be avoided and activities must be harmonised 
through effective coordination at national and regional scales.  

 
It has also been arranged around achieving four ‘(originally five) ‘results’. These are 
mutually supporting, each establishing a basis for and helping accomplish the others. All 
four are necessary if the plan is to be comprehensive and effective.  
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• Result One: Formulation of comprehensive protective area policy. 

This sets the general policy framework in which the National Protected 
Area Systems Plan is to be implemented. 

 
• Result Two: Protected Area System Assessment and Analysis. 

The task here is to assess the present protected area network and 
assess its characteristics in terms of comprehensiveness, 
representativeness, adequacy, balance and coherency. 
Recommendations are made to optimise these qualities in a 
consolidated system. 

 
• Result Three: Management Procedures and Sustainable Use. The 

current administrative and management procedures at system and site 
level are assessed and improvements are identified. This includes all 
governance issues ensuring that the protected area system and its 
supporting legal instruments accommodate the full range of interests 
and rights in natural resource management. 

 
• Result Four: Strengthening Management and Monitoring. This 

covers the need to achieve effective protected area management 
through sound procedures, capacity building, adequate financing, 
obtaining and making good use of information, and through monitoring 
and self-assessment. Originally it was Result 5, preceded by a Result 4 
concentrating on evaluation and delivery of economic benefits and on 
education, communication and public awareness. These are now 
moved into the implementation phase. 

 
The Task Force on Belize’s Protected Areas Policy and System Plan established the 
National Protected Areas Systems Policy and Plan Project to coordinate the work, 
achieving its results through a series of reports commissioned from expert consultants. 
This also required extensive public consultation on various aspects of the plan and the 
contribution of all institutions and individuals actively involved in protected area 
management in the country. The Task Force itself closely followed the development of the 
reports, formally accepting each one after full review.  
 
This report completes the process and consists of four sections: 

• The National Protected Area Policy. Chapter 1. This sets out the 
guidelines for the development of the National Protected Area System. 

• The National Protected Area Systems Plan, Chapter 2. Giving 
objectives, actions, time-line and critical path for policy implementation.  

• The Consolidated Report, Chapters 3 – 6. Derived from the separate 
‘stand-alone’ consultancy reports. This sets out and gives the rationale 
for the strategic actions underlying the National Protected Area 
Systems Plan. 

• The Appendices, including procedures and methodologies to be used 
in implementation. The original consultancy reports are also valuable 
background material and are available in the appendices on the 
resource CD. 
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1: NATIONAL PROTECTED AREA POLICY 
 
‘A comprehensive Protected Area Policy is drafted that ensures increased social and 
economic benefit while guaranteeing core protected area objectives’ 
 
 

NATIONAL POLICY ON  PROTECTED AREAS IN BELIZE  
(FINAL DRAFT) 

 
Preamble 
Protected areas represent approximately 36% of Belize’s terrestrial areas and 13% of its 
marine area. Marine and terrestrial protected areas are key repositories for sustainable 
development. 
 
The protected areas system comprises national parks, nature reserves, wildlife 
sanctuaries, natural monuments, forest reserves, marine reserves, archaeological sites 
and archaeological reserves, as well as private reserves, strategic biological corridors and 
scenic landscapes of geomorphic significance. 
 
Protected areas are valuable because of the environmental, social, economic and cultural 
goods and services provided by the ecosystems protected, the flora and fauna comprised 
in those areas, and the current and potential economic activities related to biodiversity 
management and conservation.    
 
Belize is committed to the conservation and sustainable use of its natural resources 
through the designation of the many marine and terrestrial protected areas. Several 
pieces of legislation have to date provided the legal foundation for the declaration and 
establishment of protected areas: the National Parks System Act CAP 215 Revised 
Edition 2000, the Forest Act CAP 213 Revised Edition 2000, the Fisheries Act CAP 210 
Revised Edition 2000, and the National Institute of Culture and History Act CAP 331 of the 
Substantive Laws of Belize. The country has further demonstrated its commitment through 
the ratification of a number of legally binding multilateral environmental agreements, 
including the Convention on Biological Diversity, the Convention on World Heritage Sites, 
Convention on the International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora, 
the Convention on Wetlands of International Importance Especially As Waterfowl Habitat 
(Ramsar Convention), the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (Land 
Degradation), the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, among 
others.  
 
This policy document attempts to capture the essence of the role of protected areas and 
their importance to Belize’s economic development by providing a set of policy statements 
that should be considered in decision making involving these areas.  
 
Objectives and scope 
The general objective of this policy document is to provide a set of guiding principles for 
the declaration, modification and re-designation where necessary; management and 
administration; socio-economic assessment and analysis; ecological assessment and 
analysis, and monitoring and evaluation of marine and terrestrial protected areas in 
Belize. 
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Additionally the policy document seeks to promote conservation of the rich biodiversity of 
Belize in perpetuity for present and future generations of Belizeans, to use the nation’s 
biological resources in a sustainable manner that ensures that the resource base is not 
compromised, and to ensure the fair and equitable sharing of benefits arising from the 
utilization of the nation’s biologically diverse resources among all Belizeans. 
 
The main agencies responsible for the implementation of this policy document are the 
Ministries/Departments responsible for terrestrial and marine protected areas, 
archaeological sites and reserves, and tourism as defined by the Laws of Belize.  
Implementation should occur in consultation with the various stakeholders in conservation, 
including but not limited to, non-government organizations, community based 
organizations, indigenous peoples, private/business sector, and educational institutions   
 
 
Policy Declaration: 
 
The policy declaration for the protected areas is summed up as follows: 
 
Recognising that: 

Protected areas in Belize provide irreplaceable public benefits from ecosystem 
services such as clean water, clean air, carbon sinks, gene pools, baseline data 
for research and development, all of which contribute to the local, national and 
regional economies, 

 
And that:  

Protected areas are an important resource base for the development and 
strengthening of economic activities and contribute to poverty elimination by 
supporting industries such as agriculture, tourism, fisheries, timber and non-timber 
products, research, bio-prospecting, mining, water and energy services among 
others: 

 
The Government of Belize shall promote the sustainable use of Belize’s 
protected areas by educating and encouraging resource users and the 
general public to properly conserve the biological diversity contained in 
these areas in order to maintain and enhance the quality of life for all. This 
shall be achieved by facilitating the participation of local communities and 
other stakeholders in decision-making and the equitable distribution of 
benefits derived from them, through adequate institutional and human 
capacity building and collaborative research and development. 

 
 
General Principles:  
 
The Government of Belize shall:  
 

1. Assure, for all Belizeans, safe, healthy, productive, aesthetically and 
culturally  pleasing surroundings by preserving important historic, cultural, 
aesthetic and natural aspects of Belize’s natural heritage; 

2. Promote the widest range of beneficial uses of biodiversity without 
degradation, risk to health or safety, or other undesirable and unintended 
consequences in order to provide for sustainable economic development; 
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3. Achieve a balance between population and biodiversity resource use which 
will permit a higher standard of living and the conservation of natural 
resources for future generations;  

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

 
 
For decisions regarding the declaration, modification and re-designation; administration 
and management; economic and ecological assessment and analysis, and monitoring and 
evaluation of marine and terrestrial protected areas in Belize, the following policy 
statements shall be applied: 
 
Policy Statements:  
 
The Protected Areas System  
 

1. Protected areas shall be established based on, inter alia, ecosystem functions, 
environmental services, representativeness, critical habitats, natural genetic 
resources, and scenic values. 

2. Belize’s biological and cultural resources are national patrimony that shall be 
conserved for generations of Belizeans to come. 

3. Belize’s biological resources shall be conserved in collaboration with regional and 
global initiatives. 

4. Trans-boundary protected areas shall be recognized as important for addressing 
confidence-building measures, as well as regional, social, economic and 
environmental issues. 

5. Biological corridors shall be established and recognised as part of the system 
provided they contribute to the effectiveness and interconnectivity among the 
different protected areas. 

6. Private protected areas shall be officially recognised provided the following: that 
the areas are essential for a comprehensive national protected areas system; or 
essential for maintaining primary biological corridors; that the management goals 
and objectives of the private protected areas are compatible with and 
complementary to the national system,  and that their establishment and use is 
permanent regardless of changes of land ownership that may occur  

 
 
Administration and Management 
 

7. All protected areas of Belize shall be integrated under a national management 
strategy and consolidated protected areas system; 

8. Belize’s biodiversity is best conserved in-situ, within the protected areas; 
9. Management of protected areas shall respect, preserve and maintain the 

traditional knowledge, innovations and practices of indigenous peoples and local 
communities provided that these do not conflict with the ecological integrity of the 
protected area and the various conventions and multi-lateral environmental 
agreements signed by the Government of Belize 

10. Management of Belize’s protected areas shall be accountable and transparent. 
11. The management of Belize’s protected areas shall be geared to maximise socio-

economic benefits and protected area cost recovery and revenue generation 
schemes without undermining their cultural and ecological integrity. 
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12. The management of Belize’s protected areas shall make provisions for carrying 
capacity and/or limits of acceptable change based on sound technical and 
scientific criteria in order to ensure the cultural and ecological integrity of the 
areas. 

13. Monitoring and evaluation mechanisms shall be established for the on-going 
assessment of protected areas and shall be based on compatible methods, 
indicators and site-specific standards to ensure management effectiveness and 
biological and cultural integrity. 

14. Declaration, designation, modification, category designation, management and de-
reservation of private and public marine and terrestrial protected areas shall 
involve a process of consultation with the relevant stakeholders before final 
determination is made. 

 
 
Socio-economic considerations 
 

15. The appreciation of protected areas and their biodiversity at all levels shall be 
improved and enhanced through communication, education and public awareness. 

16. The protected areas of Belize shall facilitate environmental education, research, 
monitoring, recreation and ecotourism for the general public.  

17. Participatory mechanisms which are vital to optimising socio-economic benefits, 
such as collaborative management agreements and landscape-level management 
plans, shall be encouraged to maintain the cultural and ecological integrity of the 
protected areas.  

18. Equal opportunity for access to the benefits derived from protected areas shall be 
encouraged for all stakeholders, particularly local communities and indigenous 
peoples living near protected areas. 

19. Environmental, economic and social sustainability of protected areas shall be 
considered paramount to the national development of Belize. 

20. The protected areas of Belize shall support the sustainable economic development 
of the local communities that buffer these areas.  

21. Funding of protected areas shall be encouraged through collaboration with 
relevant stakeholders. 

22. The concept of cross-subsidization shall be recognised as a means of funding 
since some protected areas have more revenue generation potential than others. 

23. The protected areas system shall seek to maintain itself financially and to 
contribute to Belize’s national development. 

 
 
This policy shall be reviewed as often as is required to determine the status of its 
implementation and make necessary amendments. 
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2. THE NATIONAL PROTECTED AREAS SYSTEM PLAN 
 
Actions necessary to implement the National Protected Policy are grouped under four 
objectives. Each objective has an underlying strategy and the actions are arranged 
following a critical path to be undertaken over a 6-year period – i.e. one year of 
preparatory work and five years of full implementation (Table 1).  
 
Between them the actions cover all the issues covered by the National Protected Area 
Policy. It is assumed that they will be funded using existing sources – i.e. with PACT 
playing a pivotal role as the key national funding mechanism, supplemented by user fees 
and government subvention with the short-fall made up by non-national funding agencies. 
Accurate costing is beyond the scope of this plan but as an indicative figure, a minimum 
expenditure on system maintenance and development of BZ 3.2 million p.a. from all 
existing sources combined should be targeted. The process would, however, be 
consolidated and strengthened by additional dedicated funding. Further expenditure of 
BZ$2.0 – 2.4 million p.a. over an initial five-year period would make a significant 
difference in achieving long-term success.   
 
The four objectives set out an overall strategy – essentially to make the existing network 
function effectively so that it can assimilate the modifications needed to ensure 
comprehensive coverage.  
 
 
Objective 1: An enabling administrative structure is established for policy 
implementation. 
Strategy: consolidate the administrative structure that maintains coordinated action in 
System Plan implementation and that can evolve into a fully reformed administrative 
framework for natural resource management. 
 

Action 1.1. Formal adoption of the National Policy on Protected Areas. 
This is the essential action embodying the political will to initiate and maintain the 
process. It is therefore an early action, without which little can be accomplished. 

 
Action 1.2. Establish a standing National Protected Area Commission. 
This essentially confirms the continued role of the Protected Area Task Force in 
coordinating activity through the early stages of implementation. The standing 
commission should include existing Task Force membership (i.e. Forest 
Department, Fisheries Department, Tourism, PACT, NGO representation) 
preferably expanded to representation at senior level of the Institute of 
Archaeology.  
 
Action 1.3. Revision of the National Parks System Act (NPSA), re-titled as the 
National Protected Area System Act (NPASA), to require a Technical Committee. 
The revision of the NPSA is an important milestone serving several key purposes. 
Here, the main point is that it grounds the Protected Area Technical Committee in 
a legal context. It also harmonises the legislative underpinning used for marine 
and terrestrial protected areas and requires inter-departmental coordination. The 
effect of using the revised NPASA as the legal vehicle ensuring coordination 
places ultimate responsibility for the development of the protected area system 
under the Ministry of Natural Resources and the Environment while leaving 
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responsibility for individual sites under the Fisheries or Forest Department 
according to the legislation used for site establishment. 
 
Action 1.4. Full administrative reform consolidating natural resource management 
(including protected area management) under a single statutory authority.  
The creation of a unified statutory authority that includes but goes beyond a 
National Protected Area Service is a radical reform and details on the way it 
should function remain uncertain or at least untested. It is therefore seen as an 
end-product of plan implementation, in order to benefit from the experience gained 
through Action 1.3.  

 
Objective 2: The national protected area system is functional. 
Strategy: the existing protected area network is efficiently managed, meeting protecting 
area policy aims to secure environmental, social and economic benefits and creating a 
solid foundation for further development as a comprehensive system. 
 

2.1. Procedures.  
A range of effective managerial tools are coming into use in Belize. The general 
aim here is to ensure their application in a coherent manner across the entire 
protected area system.  

 
Action 2.1.1: Formal adoption of technical guidelines for site management 
and business planning models, monitoring and evaluation, and co-
management agreements.  
All these procedures have been developed and incorporated as 
appendices to the system plan. They are ready for immediate introduction 
as formal guidelines for all statutory protected areas under present 
legislation and for private and community reserves incorporated in the 
National Protected Area System. 
 
Action 2.1.2: Inclusion within the NPASA of clauses relating to 
management planning and co-management. 
This action reinforces the importance of developing clear management 
objectives and feasible management approaches for all protected areas 
included within the national system. The underlying aim is good 
management, however this is best achieved under site-specific 
circumstances. This must include scope for participation and can evolve 
into full co-management. These are key policy aims and are thus 
embedded in the legislation.  
 
Action 2.1.3: Provision of technical support to meet required procedural 
standards. 
Implementation of the guidelines creates a cycle of management planning 
preparation and revision, monitoring of performance and regular evaluation 
of delivery of results, in turn implying the need for technical expertise to 
undertake the work. The government departments are responsible for 
evaluation and monitoring and have staff dedicated for this purpose. PACT 
also performs due diligence in tracking the effectiveness of its support. The 
production of plans, however, is the responsibility of the actual or 
prospective co-manager. Support is needed at every level and in every 
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institution to meet these functions and is particularly acute, though not 
confined to, the smaller NGOs and CBOs. 
 

2.2. Financing. 
The overall trend is towards increasing self-reliance for financing. Initially actions 
must be maintained by the existing mix of PACT, GoB subvention and donor 
support. The forward strategy is to increase self-generated income at site level by 
capturing revenues from the full range goods and services the site provides. The 
immediate priority is to cover the financial needs of the site itself. As these are 
covered, the mechanisms exist for redistribution at system level. This strategy can 
be pursued in the absence of further external support but it will be accelerated and 
consolidated if dedicated funding at system level is secured.  
 

Action 2.2.1. Seek efficiencies in use of available resources. 
Financial resources are limited and their efficient use is both necessary in 
itself and gives leverage in mobilizing external support. Several actions in 
the plan provide opportunity for financial streamlining (e.g. pooling of 
resources, removal of duplications) and these should be identified and 
used wherever possible. Inefficiencies in scale are also possible when site 
management is spread across many small- to medium-sized organizations. 
They must be identified and addressed, with the target of reducing 
administrative overhead across the system as a whole to 12-15% (an 
acceptable figure to most development aid agencies) by year 6.    

 
Action 2.2.2.  Provision of technical support in financial planning, business 
planning and site administration. 
Many smaller NGOs and CBOs have difficulty in absorbing, managing and 
accounting for the financial support they receive. This is already a limiting 
factor in mobilising support and the problem will be exacerbated by the 
demands of a ‘business orientated’ strategy requiring skills in financial and 
business planning. The issue is to be addressed through provision of a 
support service available to all site managers in the network in these areas, 
extending to an accounting service giving assistance in financial 
administration, auditing and reporting. This makes for increased 
effectiveness and efficiency, capable of pooling routine administration 
across a number of management bodies. 

 
Action 2.2.3. Economic evaluation at site and system level. 
The concept of an economic evaluation of the delivery of benefits from the 
protected areas has been held over from the development of the system 
plan into its implementation phase. This is an important action operating at 
several levels, providing: 

• Justification for the protected areas in terms of their true 
contribution to the national economy. This information can then be 
disseminated to the general public via the public awareness 
programme. 

• Definition of the goods and services provided by specific protected 
areas to actors in the different economic sectors. This can then be 
used to develop appropriate means of optimising delivery of 
benefits within the constraints of good conservation management, 
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to identify partners in other socio-economic sectors, and also to 
identify potential revenue sources through user fees. 

• Definition of the goods and services provided by the system as a 
whole, to justify its support by government and development aid 
agencies. 

Total economic evaluation at a system level is an expensive and complex 
process. It is therefore preferable that it be conducted site by site as part of 
the management planning process and then amalgamated to obtain 
system-level benefits. 

 
2.3. Other support systems  
Co-managers, and particularly CBOs, are poorly placed to deal effectively with 
legal and enforcement issues. They often have neither the authority nor the 
capability to deal with them effectively. Furthermore they may have difficulties in 
handling problems coming out of the very community they represent and little 
weight if they attempt to press their case. In theory they have recourse to the 
statutory authorities but these too are often unable to respond in a timely and 
sustained manner. Many areas of contention can be removed by participatory 
planning, management, advocacy and peer pressure but in stubborn cases co-
management arrangements can only go so far. There is need to provide effective 
support in this area.  
 
In fact all site managers need legal advice and services to assist them in drawing 
up formal (and legally binding) agreements, in transactions involving land and 
property, occasionally to pursue infractions and infringements of rights, and 
potentially in cases of non-compliance with agreements where these cannot be 
settled by mutual agreement. All would also benefit from a greater degree of public 
awareness of the value of the protected area system and need support in training.  
 

Action 2.3.1.  Provision of a ‘rapid response’ team for resource protection.  
The aim here is to form, train and equip a team that can back up routine 
patrols and respond effectively and reasonably rapidly in difficult situations, 
if necessary in conjunction with other security services. This is an 
expensive action and is therefore held back to the full implementation 
phase of the plan in order to allow to time to secure the necessary 
resources. 
 
Action 2.3.2. Legal support. programme 
The legal support programme consists of a set of measures involving 
developing awareness of the law and its application both in terms of 
resource protection and rights, in researching the background and nature 
of legal issues, and in providing support where infringements occur. This is 
a new area of activity in Belize and again an expensive one, therefore held 
back to the full implementation phase. 
 
Action 2.3.3. Public awareness programme. 
Public awareness is the key to creating the climate of informed public 
opinion within which the national protected area system can be developed. 
There is already considerable action in this area although it tends to be 
spasmodic and generally speaks to the needs of particular initiatives and 
organisations.  The aim of the programme is to develop a public awareness 

Belize National Protected Areas System Plan – November 12, 2005                                                                          Page 11 



programme that informs the public of the importance of protected areas in 
general and, most importantly, sustain it.  

 
Action 2.3.4. National training programme for protected area management. 
Again, many training programmes take place but they tend to be project 
driven, are spasmodic, address needs of particular initiatives or 
organisations, and are often never followed through. The aim is to develop 
a national training programme that meets the needs of the protected area 
system as a whole, is sustained and operates at the several levels needed 
to support the development of the system. Project-related training courses 
and workshops are still welcome but should be coordinated within this 
framework.  

 
 
Objective 3: The national protected area system is comprehensive. 
Strategy: Those areas required to obtain a fully comprehensive national protected area 
system are brought within its scope.  
 

Action 3.1. Maintain the clearing house mechanism for management and access 
to information on biodiversity. 
Accurate accessible information on the characteristics of the protected areas is 
crucial for assessing its comprehensiveness, for planning and for evaluation. 
There is already a substantial body of information and the Clearing House 
Mechanism allows for its access and dissemination. Initially this will be donor-
funded. It is, however, important that it be maintained indefinitely and due 
provision must be made for the post-funding period. 
 
Action 3.2. Biodiversity base-line and monitoring programme. 
Quality of information varies from site to site across the national protected area 
network, affecting the ability to judge the relative importance of sites, to draw up 
appropriate management plans and to evaluate performance. This programme 
involves: 

• The development of practical survey techniques that will give the 
information necessary to meet minimum requirements for management 
planning and for monitoring. 

• Promotion of research targeting recognised gaps in ecosystem coverage 
where the information base is considered low (e.g. freshwater and open 
sea systems) and into practical means of maintaining biodiversity values 
and biological connectivity in areas of heavy human activity (eg roads, 
agricultural and settled areas). 

• Rapid Ecological Assessments to provide base-line information, 
comparable across the system, in all protected areas where the information 
is currently inadequate for planning purposes.  

 
Action 3.3. Provisions for inclusion of private and community protected areas 
within the national system. 
Private protected areas make a crucial contribution to the National Protected Area 
System, their inclusion being made through formal and legally binding agreements 
between the Government of Belize and the owner. Of the present private areas 
generally acknowledged to be within the national network only two have such 
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formal agreements and the status of the remainder must be regularised if they are 
to continue to be taken into account in implementing the systems plan.   
 
Action 3.4. Detailed survey and incorporation of areas required to complete the 
National Protected Area System. 
Seven key geographic areas have been identified where the designation of some 
form of protected area status would help complete the system. Detailed feasibility 
studies will be commissioned for these sites  

• northern Belize to the south and west of Shipstern,  
• the central northern coastal plain,  
• the east-central Belize Valley,  
• the karst hills of western Toledo,  
• Turneffe Atoll,  
• the Moho River and  
• parts of the Rio Hondo and New, Belize and temash Rivers)   

to confirm their actual or potential importance to the system, and to assess what 
form(s) of protected area category out of the full range to be allowed for under the 
NPASA would be most appropriate. On national lands, this will be followed by 
designation under the procedures established under Action 2.1.  Critical areas are, 
however, to be expected under private ownership and incentives may be needed 
to bring them into the system as private protected areas. The potential for fiscal 
incentives, notably under the tax regime applied to land holdings, will therefore be 
explored to encourage conservation easements for key sites to secure their 
contribution to the national system.  

 
 
Objective 4: The national protected area system is consolidated and simplified. 
Strategy: The protected area system can be consolidated and simplified by amalgamating 
adjacent sites into single multi-zoned management units, allowing a more coherent 
approach at a landscape level. 
 

Action 4.1: Inclusion within the NPASA of clauses allowing a full range of 
protected area management options with different levels of extractive use, plus 
provisions for technical review and public participation in boundary modifications. 
These provisions are necessary precursors to any revision of management regime 
within the protected areas, whether applied to the entire site, to specific zones. 
They also apply to any proposal to modify boundaries by adding or excising parts 
of existing protected areas. 
 
Action 4.2: Site consolidation. 
Many protected areas are artificial sub-units of single natural units and three are of 
exceptional importance where consolidation would reinforce national prominence 
in protected area system management at a regional scale 

• the Maya Mountain – Mountain Pine Ridge massif,   
• Belize Barrier Reef system and  
• the north-western forests. 

The action consists of a detailed technical assessment of all the protected areas to 
identify where the system can be simplified through amalgamation, where 
additional area would increase system functionality and where areas within the 
system make no significant contribution and could be considered redundant. This 
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is then followed through by boundary modification, both internally (where they will 
tend to be dissolved to be replaced by management zones) and on the outer edge 
where land may be taken in or out as appropriate. The gap analysis and MARXAN 
provide the decision-making tools for decision making while the NPASA provides 
the regulatory environment. This is a radical revision, mirroring the administrative 
reform and revision of the legislation, and is therefore seen as an end-product of 
the implementation of the systems plan.  
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Table 1: Implementation Matrix
National Protected Area Systems Plan

Preparatory phase Full Implementation Phase
Year Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4 Year 5 Year 6
Quarter 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4

Action 1.1. Formal adoption of the National Policy on Protected Areas.

Action 1.2. Establish a standing Protected Area Technical Committee.

Action 1.3. Revision of the National Parks System Act (NPSA), re-titled as the National Protected Area
System Act (NPASA), to require a Technical Committee.

Action 1.4. Full administrative reform consolidating natural resource management (including protected area
management) under a single statutory authority. 

2.1.  Procedures. 
Action 2.1.1: Formal adoption of technical guidelines for site management and business planning models,
monitoring and evaluation, and co-management agreements. 

Action 2.1.2: Inclusion within the NPASA of clauses relating to management planning and co-
management.

Action 2.1.3: Provision of technical support to meet required procedural standards.

2.2. Financing.
Action 2.2.1. Seek efficiencies in use of available resources.

Action 2.2.2. Provision of technical support in financial planning, business planning and site
administration .

Action 2.2.3. Economic evaluation at site and system level.

2.3. Other support systems 
Action 2.3.1.  Provision of a ‘rapid response’ team for resource protection. 

Action 2.3.2. Legal support. programme

Action 2.3.3. Public awareness programme.

Action 2.3.4. National training programme for protected area management.

Action 3.1. Maintain the clearing house mechanism for management and access to information on
biodiversity.

Action 3.2. Biodiversity base-line and monitoring programme.

Action 3.3. Provisions for inclusion of private and community protected areas within the national system.

Action 3.4. Detailed survey and incorporation of areas required to complete the National Protected Area
System.

Action 4.1: Inclusion within the NPASA of clauses allowing a full range of protected area management
options plus provisions for technical review and public participation in boundary modifications.

Action 4.2: Site consolidation

Colour code: orange - preparatory work; red - action completed; light green - action in full implementation. 

Objective 1: An enabling administrative structure is established for policy implementation.

Objective 2: The national protected area system is functional.

Objective 3: The national protected area system is comprehensive.

Objective 4: The national protected area system is consolidated and simplified.
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CONSOLIDATED REPORT 
 
3. PROTECTED AREA SYSTEM ASSESSMENT AND ANALYSIS 
 
‘A comprehensive system of protected areas linked to their surrounding land- and 
seascapes, is developed based on the Ecosystem Approach’. 
 

3.1 Introduction 
The protected area system is the principal tool used to conserve the natural and cultural 
heritage of Belize. To fulfil the national protected area policy the system must be: 

• Representative and comprehensive, containing viable examples of all ecosystems; 

• Large enough to maintain the ecological processes and ecosystem dynamics that 
maintain their biodiversity and provide the environmental goods and services that 
support sustainable development; 

• Designed to include critical habitat for species of conservation concern or in need 
of special conservation measures as well as areas of exceptional scenic or cultural 
importance; 

• Interconnected, linked by functional biological corridors both within Belize and 
across its frontiers. 

Belize already has an extensive network of 94 protected areas1, counting all the statutory 
sites and those private protected areas recognised as part of the national system (Figure 
1). Some of these (notably the marine reserves) are zoned according to management 
regime, making a total of at least 115 management units. Together they cover 26.2% of 
the national territory, primarily in terrestrial and coastal habitats where the coverage is 
36.4%. This compares with 13.6% in the marine zone, due to the large extent of open sea. 
The need, then, is to assess to what degree this network already meets the desired 
characteristics of the national system, where the gaps lie and where there are 
opportunities for rationalization. It should be noted that this assessment considers issues 
pertaining to the conservation of biodiversity, to natural resource management and 
provision of environmental services – sites of cultural significance may contribute to 
conserving these values but are subject to their own criteria.  

The first step in the assessment is to establish what area should be under some form of 
effective conservation management within the system in order to fulfil its primary function 
for biodiversity protection. This must be based on an ecosystem approach to conform to 
the Convention on Biological Diversity. An ecosystem map (Figure 2) has therefore been 
prepared that identifies 65 terrestrial, mangrove and freshwater units, a further 14 units in 
the marine zone and several types under more intensive human use. 

 

 
 
                                                 
1 Appendix 2.2. 
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Figure 1. Protected Areas Map of Belize as per January 1, 2005. 
 

 

Ensuring the conservation of 100% of existing biodiversity is internationally recognized as 
unrealistic. For Belize, the consensus among managers and administrators is that the 
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protected area system should aim to conserve 65-85% of present biodiversity for the 
foreseeable future. To reach this level, effective conservation measures must be applied 
to at least 30% of each ecosystem – in other words, given that application of ‘conservation 
measures by legal or other effective means’ defines a protected area, this guideline sets 
the minimum coverage for the protected area system. At first sight this may appear 
excessive; over one third of the land area of the country already has protected status and 
the current IUCN guidelines set a minimum of only 10% coverage of each ecosystem. It is 
therefore worth looking from the opposite perspective – the national target for minimum 
coverage already accepts the risk that Belize loses up to 45% of its present fauna and 
flora, almost certainly including some of its most charismatic and economically valuable 
species. The IUCN guideline accepts the loss of a full half.   

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Ecosystems map of Belize - version 2004b (Meerman, 2005). For reasons of scale, the 
ecosystems have been grouped into 16 broad ecosystem classes 

 
Other considerations must also be taken into account when assessing conservation needs 
in specific ecosystems. Some are rarer, more fragile, more species-rich or more important 
for particular species of conservation concern and may therefore need greater protection. 
Others have high relative importance for natural resource use (e.g. timber, fisheries, 
tourism) and for environmental services (e.g. water supplies, watersheds, regulation of 
flood waters, coastal protection). Protected areas must also be strategically placed so that 
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the selected sites offer the greatest spread of benefits through biodiversity conservation, 
sustainable resource management and environmental goods and service services while 
minimising the costs of alternative uses foregone, such as agriculture, settlement, energy 
supply or mineral extraction. These considerations have been used in a scoring system2 
to: 
 

• Assess target coverage for each ecosystem. This ranges from the 30% minimum 
to 95% in the case of the most sensitive terrestrial types such as the high ridges of 
the Maya Mountains. 

• Assess the relative importance of existing protected areas in meeting those 
targets. 

The next step is to apply these through two key analytical tools: 

• Gap Analysis3. This compares targets with actual coverage, so identifying where 
there are gaps and where targets are met or exceeded. It therefore builds on the 
assessment of relative importance of existing sites by identifying the ecosystems 
that require attention.  

• MARXAN4. This conservation planning tool analyses the distribution of a set of 
given ‘conservation features’ across the national territory and selects ‘best options’ 
for their inclusion in the protected area system. The ‘conservation features’ are 
essentially refined site-scoring criteria, taking account of features that denote 
preference for conservation and those that indicate high human pressure. The 
latter includes a range of factors such as settlement, roads, poverty levels, 
distribution of good agricultural land and trans-boundary incursions that together 
constitute a ‘human footprint’.  The deeper the footprint, the more difficult effective 
conservation management becomes. 

MARXAN output can then be used as a tool to help decision-makers design an 
ecologically, socially and politically acceptable protected area system. The 
approach is described fully in appendix 2.4 but it should be noted that there are 
several ways of running the system of which two have been used here: 

o The ‘locked’ option. This first finds its conservation targets within the 
existing protected area system. Where they are not fully covered it then 
locates the best areas elsewhere that would make up the requirement. This 
is another form of gap analysis. It also assumes that inclusion in a 
protected area is in itself sufficient to cover conservation need. 

o The ‘seeded’ option. Here the system starts to fit its targets inside existing 
protected areas but does not assume that simple inclusion guarantees their 
conservation and will place them outside if there are better alternatives. It 
therefore performs a gap analysis but also indicates parts of the protected 
area network that are experiencing problems and pressures that 
compromise their effectiveness. It even indicates to some degree which 
parts may be redundant. 

 

                                                 
2 Appendices 2.7 & 2.8 
3 Appendix 2.3 
4 Appendix 2.4 
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It must also be recognised that MARXAN is highly sensitive to changes in the 
‘conservation features’ that are used. If these are modified, for instance to reflect better 
information or to take new issues into account, the results can be very different. 
Furthermore, any change in status in one location (e.g. reservation or de-reservation) will 
have repercussions elsewhere. It is a powerful and flexible tool but it needs to be used 
regularly. 

 

The entire assessment process has been coordinated with the on-going tri-national 
ecoregional planning effort for ‘Las Selvas Maya, Zoque y Olmeca’, undertaken as a joint 
project by Pronatura-Península de Yucatán (Mexico), Ecosur (Mexico), Defensores de la 
Naturaleza (Guatemala), TNC (Mexico, Guatemala, Belize), WCS (Mexico, Guatemala, 
Belize) and Programme for Belize. It also integrates information from comparable efforts 
in the wider Caribbean undertaken by the World Resources Institute and TNC. This 
underscores the commitment to fully integrate the Belizean system within regional 
initiatives. 
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3.2 Characteristics of the current protected area system. 
 
3.2.1  Ecosystem representation  (gap analysis)  
 
An overlay of the protected areas on the ecosystems and comparison with target 
coverage5 provides a measure of the degree the present network meets system 
requirements. This shows that a full forty ecosystems are under-represented in the 
present protected area network. Some twenty-seven are poorly represented (i.e. 20% or 
more below target) and at least nine fail to meet the 10% IUCN target or are not captured 
in the network at all. Conversely, another twenty-seven are well covered (i.e coverage is 
within 10% of the target) and twenty-one exceed target coverage by over 10%. The 
distribution of poorly represented ecosystems is given in Figure 3. 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Figure 3. Principal under-represented ecosystems within the current Protected Areas System.  
 

                                                 
5 Appendix 2.3. 
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3.2.2. Relative contribution of individual sites. 
Obviously, not all protected areas are equally important in their contribution to national 
coverage. The site-scoring system6 assigns points to a total of 160 for a full range of bio-
physical and management/resource use criteria, and relative importance can be assigned 
by percentage score.  

 
Table 2: Relative importance of sites (Homer 2006, adapted from Cifuentes et al, 2001) 

Importance Percentage score Absolute Score (from 160) 
Very high > 90 >145 
High 76-90 121-144 
Medium 51-75 81-120 
Low 36-50 57-80 
Very low < 35 < 56 
 

Only four sites fall into the ‘high importance’ category and some 28 are classed ‘low’ to 
‘very low’. Some of the latter are extensive but many are archaeological reserves (which 
are selected on different criteria) or small areas.  

These results cannot be used as they stand for decision-making regarding site 
modification and allocation of resources. What they do give are valuable pointers to the 
nature of the present system: 

• The grouping of values in the ‘medium’ range reflects the diffuse nature of 
biodiversity and natural resources in a country where large tracts of land outside 
the system still make a substantial contribution to the national ‘stock’. Essentially it 
shows a land- and seascape that retains a high degree of interconnectivity, an 
advantage in designing a coherent system that preserves that quality as 
intensification of land use progressively concentrates biodiversity values within the 
protected area system. 

• Many individual protected areas are artificial administrative and legal subdivisions 
of larger natural units. The true importance of the natural unit is then diluted 
among the constituent parts. Furthermore, low-scoring sites often display specific 
qualities that make them key parts of the larger area.  

• In many cases, scores on biophysical and management/resource criteria do not 
coincide – i.e. less important sites may receive greater management attention than 
more important ones. This could suggest there is need for extra funding and/or 
scope for redirection of existing resources but caution is required. Lower 
biophysical scores may reflect deficient information rather than lower relative 
importance. Some sites may, because of their location, need more intensive 
management (so scoring higher) than an equivalent site elsewhere – indeed some 
very important areas – those on the Maya Mountain divide being a case in point - 
may be extremely well-protected by their location and need no management 
whatsoever. The two types of score are not necessarily linked and the appropriate 
response must be judged on a case-by-case basis. 

• Nonetheless, private reserves are very well represented in the upper echelons on 
both biodiversity and management/resource scores. This indicates the 
effectiveness of private management as a general approach. 
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3.2.3. MARXAN. 

The ‘locked’ and ‘seeded’ MARXAN6 runs give similar, but not identical, results (Figures 4 
and 5). 

 

 
 
 

Figure 4. June 2005 MARXAN Analysis Results “Locked” option 
 

 
 

Figure 5. June 2005 MARXAN Analysis Results “Seeded” option 
                                                 
6 Appendix 2.6 
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Both options show that many but not all of the most important areas are within the existing 
system.  The biological corridors also show up well. However, it also shows a difference 
between the terrestrial and the marine zones, where placement of conservation targets is 
much more diffuse. This is at least partly due to: 

• The extensive but poorly known ‘blue water’ zone; 

• The less well defined ‘human footprint’ from boat traffic, trawling and incursion by 
fishermen, agricultural run-off etc. 

Further research and survey will undoubtedly refine the analysis.  

 

3.3. Implications for protected area system design. 
The assessment shows that the present protected area network provides a strong base 
for a consolidated National Protected Area System (Figure 6) but also highlights the 
following issues: 

• Ecosystem coverage is presently incomplete. Efforts are needed to extend 
protected area status (or to put in place other effective conservation measures) for 
those that are under-represented and especially for those that are not represented 
at all. Four of these are terrestrial or coastal but the most significant gaps lie in the 
river systems and open sea. 

• Five main biological corridors and five riverine corridors are identified as important 
by the Mesoamerican Biological Corridor Project but only one is totally contained 
in the protected area network. This is the south-eastern corridor, running from the 
Maya Mountains to the sea. Appropriate and practical means of bringing the 
remaining connections into the protected areas system are needed if 
interconnectivity is to be maintained. 

• Establishment of protected areas in the following localities would contribute 
significantly, both in ecosystem coverage and in maintaining connectivity. They are 
therefore priority areas:   

o The general area to the south and west of Shipstern; 

o The general area around Crooked Tree, making the biological linkages 
across the northern coastal plain; 

o The east-central Belize Valley area; 

o The steep karst hills of western Toledo; 

o Turneffe Atoll; 

o The Moho River 

o  Parts of the Rio Hondo and the New, Belize and Temash Rivers. 

• The open and deep sea ecosystems are also unrepresented but their 
characteristics are very poorly known. This is a priority area for research as a 
basis for future action.  

• The highways carry a heavy human footprint on the landscape, breaking biological 
connectivity. Special measures need to be devised to reduce this impact in key 
areas. 
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• Private protected areas already perform a crucial role in the national network and 
will play an even bigger role in filling gaps in coverage and in creating functional 
biological corridors.  

• There is room for adjustments and modifications to the existing protected area 
network and to site management approaches without jeopardy (and sometimes 
with enhancement) to core values. Proposals must be judged on a case-by-case 
basis to assess the impacts upon the functionality of the system on a national 
scale and the array of analytical methods used here can assist decision-making. At 
this time the following general points can be made: 

o  Many protected areas are grouped and are in reality components of one 
functional unit. Administration and management would be greatly 
simplified, and the system as a whole both rationalised and made more 
efficient, if they were treated as such. Wherever possible, clusters of 
adjacent protected areas should be treated as single multi-zoned 
conservation management units. The Maya Mountains, Laughing Bird 
Caye/Gladden Spit, and the protected fish spawning aggregations 
associated with Marine Reserves are examples but there are others. These 
units are substantially more important than any of their parts, which should 
therefore never be judged in isolation. Consolidating the protected areas in 
the Maya Mountain-Mountain Pjne Ridge massif, the Belize Barrier Reef 
and in the north-western forests would in fact create some of the most 
important conservation units in Central America. 

o Valuable contributions in protected area coverage can be made by 
extensions to existing protected areas or proposals for the creation of new 
ones. In principle, however, extensions to the National Protected Area 
System should only be made where technical assessment shows a 
significant improvement to system functionality. 

o There are nonetheless instances where protected areas could be de-
reserved in whole or in part without compromising functionality at system 
level, particularly where it is made up again in more strategic areas. In 
even more cases, a change in management category within a zoned 
management regime would serve the purpose.   

Applying these measures requires reformed administrative and legal measures and 
improved management capacity and procedures. These are set out in subsequent 
sections.  
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Figure 6: The vision: A consolidated National Protected Areas System  with management attributes 

following the IUCN system (indicative only) 
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4. MANAGEMENT PROCEDURES AND SUSTAINABLE USE  
 
‘Mechanisms for forms of governance over the Protected Areas system, both as a whole 
and in its parts, are designed to reflect the full range of interests and rights in, and 
options for, natural resource management that are compatible with effective biodiversity 
conservation’. 
 
A range of issues have been identified concerning the governance of protected areas and 
the need for participation in their establishment, administration and management. This 
section sets out proposals to address those issues and so meet the requirements of the 
National Protected Area Policy. It is noted throughout that ‘Governance is about power, 
relationships and accountability. It can be defined as the interactions among structures, processes 
and traditions that determine how power is exercised, how decisions are taken on issues of public 
concern, and how citizens and other stakeholders have their say … Good governance depends on 
the legitimacy of the political system and on the respect shown by the people for its institutions. It 
also depends on the capacity of such institutions to respond to problems, and to achieve social 
consensus through agreements and compromise.’ (Borrini-Feyerabend et al, 2000).  
 
 
4.1. System administration. 
 
The protected areas are currently the responsibility of the Forest Department, Fisheries 
Department and National Institute of Culture and History (NICH), each under a different 
ministry. Management priorities and management effectiveness differ across the three 
bodies and the need for close coordination has been long recognised but remains 
deficient. 
 
The consensus within the Protected Areas Policy and System Task Force is that there is 
urgent need for close coordination between the two departments – Forest and Fisheries – 
responsible for protected areas as part of natural resource management. This has been 
recognised for a long time (at least ten years) but ad hoc solutions have proved 
inadequate. A formal arrangement reinforced by statute is needed, and several options 
have been considered of which the favoured approach is the establishment of a statutory 
National Protected Areas Service. This is also the most radical, amalgamating the 
Fisheries Department, Forest Department and the Institute of Archaeology and assuming 
their full range of natural resource and protected area management functions. 
Recognising that such a profound re-organisation will take time to achieve, an interim 
arrangement is proposed. Here the three bodies continue to be responsible for marine 
reserves, protected areas established under the Forest and National Parks (System) Acts 
and Archaeological Reserves respectively. The Fisheries and Forest Departments, 
however, follow the lead of the NICH by evolving into autonomous Fisheries and Marine 
Resources and Forest and Wildlife Authorities (with the former also taking in the Coastal 
Zone Management Authority/Institute), assuming full control of their finances, staffing and 
operations. A national mechanism appointed by Cabinet, essentially the evolution of the 
present NPASP Task Force into a standing body and preferably expanded to include high-
level representation from the NICH, ensures coordinated administration at system level. 
 
Even so, the principle may be clear but the practical aspects are complex and hasty action 
could compound problems. Furthermore, the plan requires that significant reform go to the 
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House twice – first to establish the two authorities and then to consolidate them into a 
single service. In practice the interim approach is liable to pre-empt the ‘ideal’ option, 
pushing it well into the future. The immediate solution proposed here, therefore, is to take 
those formal steps that can be accommodated by the present administrative framework to 
maintain impetus and ensure the necessary coordination for joint implementation of the 
national protected area policy. These comprise the establishment of the standing NPAS 
committee (the National Protected Area Commission) and enactment of proposed 
amendments to the enabling legislation, initiating the process that addresses the practical 
issues of collaborating on protected area policy, harmonising working practices and 
approaches, and integrating protected area management within the wider resource 
management context. As working solutions to these issues are found, the most 
appropriate form of administrative re-structuring will present itself over the medium term. 
 
The relationship of the archaeological reserves to the other protected areas is one issue 
that requires early attention. The archaeological reserves fall within the definition of 
protected areas and some (such as Caracol) are enclaves within other larger conservation 
areas. Others, such as Lamanai, possess substantial biodiversity conservation importance 
while all the other types of protected area, including marine reserves, have known or 
potential features of cultural or historic importance within them. At the same time the 
management priorities and methods for sites of cultural importance are fundamentally 
different to those covering natural heritage, conservation of biological diversity, promotion 
of sustainable management of natural resources, and maintenance of environmental 
goods and services. They do reinforce each other, however, a fact recognised in World 
Heritage designations combining cultural and natural criteria and in site-specific 
cooperative arrangements such as that between the NICH and Belize Audubon Society 
for Actun Tunichil Muchnal. Nonetheless the reality is that the NICH has not formed part of 
the NPASP Task Force, has had very limited input in the development of the protected 
area policy and plan, and has indeed established a highly successful but parallel 
approach to the management of cultural resources. The key bodies are therefore the 
Forest and Fisheries Departments but the closer involvement by the NICH is highly 
desirable as the development of the national protected area system enters its 
implementation phase.
 
 
4.2. Policy implementation. 
 
4.2.1. Governance and participation by civil society. 
The number and range of stakeholders in protected areas and their management is 
extremely large. They can, however, be arranged in broad categories: 

• Local communities and indigenous people. The local communities have the 
largest, most direct and deepest-seated stake in protected areas. They may use 
them for basic materials and essential resources (thatch, poles, firewood, 
medicines, bush-meat and fish etc) and/or for employment and income (tourism, 
timber, fisheries, direct involvement in protected area management activities). As 
they may know them intimately and have used them for generations, the local 
communities are also repositories of traditional knowledge on their qualities, 
values and potential use of their resources. This extends to their alternative use in 
whole or part for the subsistence and small-scale agriculture on which many 
communities depend. 

• Commercial interests. The protected areas give substantial, even crucial, support 
to the national economy in the tourism, forestry and fishery sectors. The 
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stakeholders here include tour operators, guides, sea-transport operators, hotel 
and resort owners, restaurant and gift-shop operators, commercial timber 
operators and wood product manufacturers, and commercial fishermen. This 
category also includes interests seeing important alternative uses for the protected 
areas, such as power generation, property development and medium to large-
scale agriculture and fisheries. All of these are more or less well-organised and 
influential groups, socially, politically and economically. 

• Recreational users of protected areas. This group includes all people, Belizean 
and non-Belizean, who visit the protected areas for recreation and to learn about 
and appreciate the wildlife, cultural and scenic values that constitute their natural 
and cultural heritage. It also includes recreational hunters and sport fishermen.  

• The international conservation and scientific community. Belizean institutions, 
NGOs, CBOs and individuals are integral to this community, which is interested in 
research and educational opportunities and the contribution made by the country 
to safeguarding the environment at a regional and global scale.  

 
All of these groups influence the protected areas in one way or another: 

• Physically, by affecting air quality, hydrology, surface water, coastal water, soil, 
and land use; 

• On  the flora and fauna, by affecting habitats and species; 
• Through socio-cultural/economic factors, affecting land use and resource 

availability, cultural heritage, and human beings. 
 

The impacts may be significant or insignificant, positive or negative, long term or short 
term, reversible or irreversible, and localised or regional in effect, and in terms of the local 
context, either important or unimportant. Interests may coincide or conflict but all these 
groups nonetheless have a legitimate stake in the national protected area system and its 
management. Furthermore it should be borne in mind that categorising stakeholders may 
be convenient when speaking of a national system but at site level they are represented 
by specific individuals with well-defined places in society.  
 
The relationship of local communities and indigenous people to protected areas needs 
special consideration for these are the groups most affected by their creation yet least well 
catered for in the decision-making process and in operational management. Consultations 
held in the development of this report indicate that most communities do use protected 
areas to fill basic needs, do not see alternatives to secure these needs and claim 
traditional rights of access and use. The laws of Belize, however, do not recognise such 
rights and these forms of use are often not provided for under the present protected area 
legislation. They are therefore illegal but still often tolerated, so leading to poor 
enforcement. At the same time the communities themselves are fully aware of a wide 
range of negative impacts that affect their interests. Meanwhile the international 
agreements to which Belize is party uphold the rights of local communities and indigenous 
people to access to their basic needs but also note their responsibilities towards good 
resource management – hence the emphasis on local participation and recognition of the 
importance of traditional knowledge. These issues must be addressed when revising the 
governance of the national protected area system. 
 
Four types of governance of protected areas can be distinguished: 

• By government: Authority, responsibility and accountability is founded on 
legislation and rests with a government agency. Although management may be 
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exercised directly or be delegated, and consultation or communication with 
concerned parties may be required, government retains full ownership and control. 
This is the mode of governance implicit under present legislation but that has 
proved largely ineffective through chronic deficiencies in financial, human and 
material resources. 

• Joint governance (co-management): Authority, responsibility and accountability 
are shared among a variety of concerned parties, which are likely to include 
government agencies, local communities, private landowners and other 
stakeholders. The parties recognize the legitimacy of their respective entitlements 
and choose or are required to collaborate. Examples include co-managed 
protected areas and conservation easements. This approach has been 
encouraged over the past decade, has proved effective, and is the preferred 
option for the development of the national protected area system. There is 
room for improvement, however. To date co-management arrangements have 
been between the Government and an NGO or CBO In many cases, the 
communities adjacent to the protected areas seem to have been more or less 
excluded from meaningful participation. 

• Private governance: Authority and responsibility rest with the landowners, which 
may exercise it for profit (e.g., tourism businesses, resource extraction) or not for 
profit (e.g., foundations, universities, conservation NGOs). Usually, the landowners 
are fully responsible for decision-making and their accountability to the society at 
large is quite limited. Private governance does have its role where land-owners 
elect to use their holdings under a conservation management regime, as an 
individual decision made in their own interests. It is not, however, deemed suitable 
for the national protected area system, given the wide range of interests, including 
community interests, in its sites and the arrangements proposed here for inclusion 
of private protected areas are in reality forms of joint governance.  

• Community governance: Authority and responsibility for managing the natural 
resources rest with the indigenous peoples and/or local communities with 
customary and/or legal claims over the land and natural resources. It is therefore 
analogous to private governance and accountability to society at large usually 
remains limited, although it is at times achieved in exchange for recognised rights 
or economic incentives. This form of governance is usually associated with areas 
(including those under partial private ownership) that are collectively controlled or 
managed under traditional or locally agreed rules. There are good examples in 
Belize (e.g. Community Baboon Sanctuary, Aguacate Lagoon) and community this 
form of governance, under similar guidelines to those applied to private protected 
areas, should be accommodated in the national protected area system. In most 
cases, however, individual, institutional and managerial capacity must be 
strengthened within local communities and CBOs before the approach can be 
effectively used more widely.  

 
Co-management is a type of governance involving a range of different interest groups with 
varying capacities, sharing responsibility for and benefits of managing a protected area. It 
has been defined as ‘a situation in which two or more social actors negotiate, define and 
guarantee amongst themselves a fair sharing of the management functions, entitlements 
and responsibilities for a given territory, area or set of natural resources’. Being a 
negotiated process, every co-management agreement will differ, although the underlying 
aim – to render management more effective for a given site – remains the same. Those 
already applied in Belize range from an agreement to manage in a way that furthers the 
public interest (in the case of the Rio Bravo Memorandum of Understanding) through lead 
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roles for NGOs and CBOs (where these are strong), equality of input (e.g. Belize Audubon 
and the Institute of Archaeology) to a lead role for the government agency (where CBOs 
have limited management capacity). They should, however, all include:  

• The purpose of the agreement, the parties in the agreement and the relevant 
territory, area or natural resources;  

• Benefits and responsibilities assigned to the parties;  
• Means of protecting the investment each party;  
• Means of resolving disputes;  
• A specified duration; 
• Schedules and procedures for review, reporting, monitoring and evaluation;  
• Confidentiality and other special clauses as may be appropriate. 

  
Most agreements will be between NGOs, CBOs and government agencies. The existing 
co-management agreements provide good models but all should in future include:  

• A requirement that key stakeholders, with local communities specified among 
them, participate in both management planning and, wherever practicable, in 
operations. Consultation is the minimum requirement and the intent goes beyond 
that - agreements that fail to prescribe community stakeholders participation in the 
planning and management of protected areas are really missing the point of co-
management. This approach broadens ownership, minimises conflict and sets or 
strengthens the foundation for meaningful co-management of common resources. 
It also facilitates the integration of protected area management with local and 
national socio-economic concerns, given that the key stakeholders are best placed 
to identify what form these take and how then can best be addressed. 

• Clear responsibility for enforcing regulations. The regulations will always place 
ultimate responsibility for the protection of national resources on the statutory 
body. This is true even for private protected areas, though they also have 
additional recourse for trespass, damages and theft. Strong co-managers with 
dedicated protection staff are in a position to take an active enforcement role but 
they do so in the name of the statutory body and with its support and backing. In 
the case of many CBOs, assumption of such responsibility would be unjust and 
unrealistic. The relative roles will vary from site to site but they must be spelt out. It 
should be noted that if there has been proper participation in setting up an 
appropriate management regime then many (but never all) problems become self-
regulated.  

• More definition covering dispute resolution. Procedures recommended for best 
industrial relations practice should be adopted. 

• Clear procedures protecting investments made by each party in the event that the 
agreement is terminated. This involves recognition and a means of assessing fair 
market value of the investments made by each party in infrastructure, site 
improvements, revenue-generating activities etc. An equitable mechanism for 
settling up these issues must also be established. 

• Unambiguous statement that the agreement is legally binding on all parties. 
Certain co-management agreements have proved weak because one or both 
parties are overlooking or unable to meet their obligations and this aspect needs 
hardening. The agreements must be signed by individuals with the requisite 
authority in the institutions they represent, which must themselves be legal entities. 
Should any party require the court to settle a dispute, the agreement provides the 
basis of determining agreed roles, responsibilities and entitlements.  

Belize National Protected Areas System Plan – November 12, 2005                                                                          Page 31 



• Removal of PACT share of fee revenue. The PACT Act was amended in 2002, 
removing the requirement that 20% of concession fees go to the PACT.  Future 
agreements will not carry this clause. 

 
Guidelines and checklists are provided in Appendix 1.3 & 1.4. These are directed 
primarily at agreements with CBOs and local communities. Agreements with private 
protected area owner/managers will also increase as the national protected area network 
is consolidated. Existing models can be adapted for this purpose but the checklists remain 
useful during the negotiation process.   
 
 
4.2.2. Categories of protected area. 
 
Under the present network, the various protected areas can be categorised as sites 
designated for: 

• Biodiversity protection and research (Nature Reserves); 

• Biodiversity protection, research, recreation, education and visitation (National 
Parks); 

• All of the above but protecting particular species or communities requiring special 
interventions. In practice these areas meld human activity and conservation 
management (Wildlife Sanctuaries, Bird Sanctuaries, Spawning Aggregations); 

• Protection of significant landscape features alongside research, recreation, 
education and visitation (Natural Monuments); 

• Protection of cultural heritage alongside research, education and visitation 
(Archaeological Reserves); 

• Multiple use, zoned to allow controlled extraction of natural resources as well as 
biodiversity protection, research, education, recreation and visitation (Marine 
Reserves, Forest Reserves).  

There is considerable overlap between these various protected area types, largely due to 
designations made under three different enabling laws each giving responsibility to a 
different ministry. Management precepts in the private reserves may also correspond to 
one or more of these categories. Finally it has been observed that the designations do not 
always correspond to the most effective management regime.  

Despite a persistent belief that protected areas take territory out of the productive sector, 
the multiple use areas allowing for good management of natural resources are in fact the 
most extensive category on land and sea. This coverage is even larger when multiple use 
zones in the private protected areas (eg Rio Bravo Conservation and Management Area) 
and Wildlife Sanctuaries and National Parks that are de facto multiple use areas (eg 
Crooked Tree, Sarstoon-Temash) are taken into account. The reality is that management 
regimes are a form of land use and usage tends towards the most practical and 
appropriate form for a given area, whatever its formal designation.  

The International Union of Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources – World 
Conservation Union (IUCN), of which Belize is a member, recognises seven international 
categories for protected areas7. These give a complete spread of options from total 
                                                 
7 Appendix 1.1 
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protection (Category 1) to maintaining a harmonious interaction of mutual benefit to man 
and nature at a landscape level (Category V) and a sustainable flow of products and 
services to meet the needs of all levels of society (Category VI).   

All the Belizean protected areas fall into one of these international categories although the 
category indicated by the designation and that indicated by actual management may 
differ. The intent here is to rationalise and optimise the National Protected Area System so 
that it serves its conservation function while delivering maximum economic and social 
benefit. The starting point should therefore be to ensure that management of all areas 
should be efficient, effective and focused on the best use of the land itself. The 
amalgamation of adjacent protected areas into single multi-zoned units gives opportunity 
for a major rationalisation on the ground following these principles. It also carries the 
following implications: 

• Most forest reserves would cease to exist as separate entities. Their production 
forests would become managed resource zones (i.e. under an IUCN category V1 
regime) where current Forest Department policies would hold sway, such as the 
issue of long-term forest management licenses that are based on acceptable 
forest management plans and with strictly observed terms. Their protection forests 
would be re-assigned to other zones with appropriate management regimes. The 
reverse may also hold true in that parts of protected areas that currently do not 
allow extraction could also be re-assigned if it is clearly shown that core 
conservation values are not compromised. The entire approach is analogous to 
that used for marine reserves, designed to reinforce the role of the protected areas 
in the national economy. It also creates leverage for sustainable resource use by 
exacting high standards for access to the resources in question. 

• The approach also puts the emphasis on effective management zoning set out in 
management plans, allowing the most appropriate use of the land within the 
protected areas. 

• The protected areas and their management zones should be clearly referable to a 
given category under the IUCN system, according to the management regime set 
out in the management plan. All the categories save Ia and Ib allow for some 
degree of extractive use, at least by local and indigenous communities, but special 
attention should be given to the use of categories V and VI which are specifically 
designed to accommodate integrated conservation management and sustainable/ 
traditional land use patterns.  

 
4.2.3. Declaration, alteration and de-reservation of protected areas. 
The CBD states that contracting parties should establish a protected area network. It also 
states that parties should, where necessary, establish guidelines for their selection, 
establishment and management. Belize has long fulfilled the first requirement but has not 
followed through with the second obligation, producing problems. 
 
The procedure for protected area establishment differs between the Forest, National 
Parks and Fisheries Act. The forest reserves are established on national lands by the 
Minister on the advice of the Forest Department. Most of these reserves were created 50-
60 years past, many have since been re-designated under the National Parks Act and the 
amalgamations proposed here would continue this trend. Proposals for designation under 
the National Parks System Act have generally been made by interests external to the 
Forest Department. The department then investigates them, records the boundaries and 
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submits a report for ministerial decision in establishment. The Marine Reserves belong to 
a later generation of protected area creation, requiring extensive consultations and an 
acceptable plan before the Minister is advised to declare the area.  
 
All three laws also contain provisions allowing the Minister to alter, vary or revoke the 
declaration order and the problems lie in applying this power. Circumstances do change 
and may warrant adjustments in the size or status of particular protected areas. 
Nonetheless, doing so in the absence of any provision for review, consultation and 
transparent justification based on set criteria is widely regarded as the most serious 
weakness in the national protected area network, deeply impacting upon its permanence.  
 
This section therefore outlines biological and socio-economic criteria that could rationalise 
the declaration, de-reservation or alteration of protected areas. Additionally a process is 
described for utilising the criteria to guide decision-making. This is important in view of the 
proposals made in Section 3 both for making the system more comprehensive and 
especially for rationalising it by amalgamating contiguous areas, implying changes in 
management regime through zoning and scope for boundary adjustments where they may 
be appropriate. The key point is that there should be clear statements on: 

• The national interest in establishing a protected area as part of the national system 
on the site in question; and … 

• The needs and interests of the majority of stakeholders in the site. 
These provide the basis for decision-making on declaration of specific areas, the most 
suitable management regime (c.f. the IUCN guidelines for management options), and on 
altering the status (i.e. change in management regime or de-reservation in whole or part) 
of existing protected areas.  
 
 
To be eligible for inclusion in the National Protected Area System the site must display 
one or more important bio-physical and cultural characteristics. Present information allows 
the following to be assessed in an acceptably uniform way across the national territory, 
using the site scoring8, gap analysis9 and MARXAN10 (c.f. Section 3) to indicate the 
relative value of a site to the system as a whole. The following considerations, modified 
from WWF guidelines, must be taken into account: 
 

• Significant contribution to overall representation of ecosystems within the national 
protected area system.  

• Provision of a critical landscape function (e.g. biological connectivity or restocking 
capacity). 

• Contain exemplary and intact ecosystems. 
• Sufficiently large to support minimum viable populations of key species or be 

relatively large for the region. 
• Globally or regionally threatened ecosystems. 
• Unusual features of aesthetic or cultural importance (e.g. important archaeological 

or historic/cultural sites, caves, scenic vistas …) 
The following biodiversity characteristics are also important and may be used where 
information is available. Precise data is, however, often lacking and its absence does not 

                                                 
8 Appendix 2.7 
9 Appendix 2.3 
10 Appendix 2.6 
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necessarily mean absence of importance. Expert opinion must therefore be used. A 
provisional listing of species of conservation concern has been drawn up as an aid11 and 
information gathering (Section 5.1) will refine use of these criteria. 
 

• Populations of rare, threatened or endangered species at a global, regional and 
national level; 

• High levels of endemic species; 
• High levels of biological diversity; 
• Contains important, high quality habitat types for key species.  

 
The following socio-economic considerations condition decision-making on the most 
appropriate conservation management regime within the spread of options within the 
meaning of a protected area. They may also help guide decision-making (operating 
positively or negatively) on whether a site or part of a site should be protected or not, 
though the tendency should be towards protection at some level if only to assure 
conservation issues are taken into full account alongside economic activities and their 
development. Some have been taken into account in the MARXAN analyses and all can 
be included in the ‘conservation features’ or ‘human footprint’ when assessing particular 
areas; 
 

• High level of provision of environmental services (coastal protection, watersheds 
etc.) 

• Provision of economic opportunities for individuals within or near the site;  
• Opportunities for sustainable economic activity and development, consistent with 

protected areas objectives; 
• A high level of subsistence and/or traditional use by local communities; 
• Religious or spiritual significance; 
• Species of high social or economic value as resources (timber, fisheries, species 

of medicinal value, genetic importance such as food prototypes); 
• High value for education and or scientific research; 
• High value for recreation. 
• High value for mineral or petroleum exploitation, power generation, settlement and 

agriculture; 
• Significant dependence whether direct or indirect, national or local, upon the 

resources in the protected area. 
 
Protected area site design is also a consideration: 
 

• The layout and configuration of the area optimizes the conservation of biodiversity 
on a wider scale; 

• Land use in the surrounding landscape enables effective site management (e.g. 
The site is surrounded in whole or part by a buffer zone of undeveloped territory, 
the boundary of a neighbouring country or by designated low-impact land use 
zones);  

• The area creates a linkage to another area of conserved and/or protected land.  
 
Where there are proposals for a new protected area or modification of an existing one, the 
site scoring, Gap and MARXAN analyses should be re-run with ‘before’ and ‘after’ 
                                                 
11 Appendix 2.4 
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scenarios in order to assess the relative importance of the area and the impact of the 
action. This constitutes a ‘technical assessment’, subject to regular refinement, that helps 
guide the process. 
  

• In the case of proposals for additional protected areas, any area that scores ‘high’ 
would constitute a very desirable addition and thus become a priority site. Areas 
with a medium score may be valuable for specific reasons but would probably 
allow a more relaxed management regime. The specific reasons would have to be 
compelling to justify inclusion of a new area with a low score within the national 
system. The justifications must be included in the site management plan, drawn up 
with public participation and incorporating co-management arrangements (Section 
5.1.4). The area will not be declared until a satisfactory plan has been produced, 
generalising the approach presently used for marine reserves. 

• In the case of proposed modification of existing areas, there should be a 
presumption against actions that result in a significant drop in site score (i.e. >10% 
reduction) for any area of medium to high value. There is greater room for 
manoeuvre in lower scoring areas but in all cases excision or relaxation in one part 
of the system should be mitigated by expansion elsewhere in ways that increase 
the coherence and value of the system as a whole. The process will involve a 
socio-economic and ecological impact assessment (i.e. be consistent with the 
Environmental Protection Act and the Environmental Impact Assessment 
regulations), include a cost/benefit analysis for the proposed change, and give 
opportunity for public consultation involving all major stakeholders. The decision-
making process must be transparent, offer sound justification and take full account 
of technical and social concerns.  

 
 
4.2.4. Private Protected Areas. 
Private protected areas already perform a crucial role in the national network and will play 
an even bigger one in filling gaps in coverage and in creating functional biological 
corridors.  At the same time safeguards are needed to ensure that these sites make a 
significant and permanent contribution to the national system and only two (Rio Bravo 
Conservation and Management Area and Block 127) currently have effective legal 
instruments ensuring permanence of conservation management. Private protected areas 
can therefore qualify for formal recognition within the national protected area system if: 

• Technical assessment indicates that they make a significant contribution to the 
coherence and comprehensiveness of the system in terms of ecosystem 
coverage, biological connectivity and meeting other ‘conservation targets’ used to 
assess the relative importance of lands within the system (cf Appendix 2.2 & 2.3); 

• Management (as practiced and as expressed in a management plan) conforms to 
standards required for sites within the National Protected Area System (c.f. 
Section 4.2). 

• Adequate provision is made by the land-holder to assure the permanence of 
conservation management, backed by a legally binding agreement with the GoB. 

 
Under these circumstances the private protected area becomes part of the national 
protected area system, furthering implementation of national policy with regard to the 
protection and sustainable management of natural and cultural resources. In return, the 
managing body becomes eligible for the incentives offered as part of that policy (Section 
4.3). 
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4.3. Legislative measures 
The legislative framework operates at two levels: 

• Fulfilment of national obligations and responsibilities under international 
agreements. The pivotal agreement here is the Convention for Biological Diversity, 
which sets out clear provisions for protected areas. These are developed further in 
the World Heritage and Ramsar Conventions and the agreements governing the 
UNESCO ‘Man and Biosphere’ programme. The first two have had limited use in 
Belize and third not at all, although they are powerful instruments for reinforcing 
protected area status and have been used to good effect in neighbouring 
countries. This suite of agreements is formally associated with the international 
agreements on sustainable development (Rio and Rio+10) and thus to poverty 
reduction and the achievement of the Millennium Development Goals. Protected 
areas are therefore fully embedded in the international thrust towards socio-
economic improvement. The national policy creates a framework that allows all the 
provisions of international agreements to be met. The international commitments 
do, however, form the background context of policy implementation and should be 
widely known. A summary of commitments under the CBD and referring to 
protected areas is given in Appendix 1.2. 

 
• National legislation based on policy. Judicious amendment of the enabling 

legislation is the key action initiating full inter-departmental collaboration to meet 
policy aims in an acceptable time-frame. The main weaknesses lie in the National 
Parks System Act (NPSA), where the provisions are largely inconsistent with the 
needs of key stakeholders and do not include appropriate management 
prescriptions that cater to forms of sustainable use compatible with conservation 
management.  It does, however, provide for co-management. The following 
amendments to the Act, duly renamed The National Protected Areas System Act, 
will allow for better, more inclusive and transparent management of protected 
areas in Belize. The provisions for marine reserves are already adequate while 
most forest reserves will be subsumed in the larger multi-zoned units proposed as 
part of system rationalisation.  

 
 
4.3.1. Standardised protected area categories. 
Part I Section 2 of the NPSA defines the present protected area categories and should be 
deleted. They are instead listed in Part II Section 3 (1) as: - 
 

‘Category Ia: Protected area managed mainly for science or  
wilderness protection.  

 
Category Ib: Protected area managed mainly for wilderness  
protection.  
 
Category II: Protected area managed mainly for ecosystem  
protection and recreation.  
 
Category III: Protected area managed mainly for conservation of  
specific natural features.  
 
Category IV: Protected area managed mainly for conservation  
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through management intervention.  
 
Category V: Protected area managed mainly for landscape/seascape  
conservation and recreation.  
 
Category VI: Protected area managed mainly for the sustainable use  
of natural ecosystems.’  

 
The categories are then defined in Part II Section 4, which should note that the protected 
area should have the following qualities and at least 75% of the extent of a given site must 
be managed for one of the following purposes: 
 

‘Category Ia: An area of land and/or sea possessing some outstanding or  
representative ecosystems, geological or physiological features and/or species,  
available primarily for scientific research and/or environmental monitoring.  
 
Category Ib: A large area of unmodified or slightly modified land, and/or sea,  
retaining its natural character and influence, without permanent or significant  
habitation, which is protected and managed so as to preserve its natural condition.  
 
Category II: Natural areas of land and/or sea, designated to (a) protect the  
ecological integrity of one or more ecosystems for present and future generations,  
(b) exclude exploitation or occupation detrimental to the purposes of designation  
of the area and (c) provide a foundation for spiritual, scientific, educational,  
recreational and visitor opportunities, all of which must be environmentally and  
culturally compatible.  
 
Category III: An area containing one or more specific natural or natural/cultural  
features that are of outstanding or unique value because of their inherent rarity,  
representativeness or aesthetic qualities or cultural significance.  
 
Category IV: An area of land and/or sea subject to active intervention for management 
purposes so as to ensure the maintenance of habitats and/or to meet the requirements of 
specific species.  
 
Category V: An area of land with coast and sea as appropriate, where the interaction  
of people and nature over time has produced an area of distinct character with  
significant aesthetic, ecological and/or cultural value, and often with high  
biological diversity. Safeguarding the integrity of this traditional interaction is  
vital to the protection, maintenance and evolution of such an area.  
 
Category VI: Area containing predominantly unmodified natural systems, managed to 
ensure long-term protection and maintenance of biological diversity, while providing at 
the same time a sustainable flow of natural products and services.’ 

 
This brings the legislation into line with international criteria and guidelines for their 
application are given in Appendix 1.1. It should be noted the names of the areas are 
often well known and the law does not require any formal change in that respect. Signage 
should, however, note what category the area is designated under and information on the 
area should explain the implications for management regime.  
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4.3.2. Management plans. 
Good management planning is an essential precursor to good management. It also 
defines the most appropriate management category for a site and its constituent zones 
and so guides the content of the regulations for the area. For all new areas, management 
planning involving wide stakeholder consultation (and thus stakeholder ‘buy-in’) should 
take place prior to declaration. For existing protected areas, this should apply to future 
revisions of the plans. This Fisheries Act addresses this issue satisfactorily. Similar 
wording should be used to amend Part II Section 9 (2) of the NPSA. 
 
  
 
 4.3.3. Declaration, alteration and de-reservation. 
‘Before any protected area is established, de-reserved, reclassified or altered, the Minister in 
consultation with the agencies responsible for protected areas management shall publish at  least 
three weeks in advance, three consecutive Notices in the Gazette and the local newspapers, that:  

(a) specifies the situation and limits of the area of land or sea which is to be established 
as a protected area, de-reserved or modified;  
(b) provides reasons why the area has been selected for protected area status or for de-
reservation, or for modification;  
(c) invites all persons or agencies who enjoy any rights or interests within the area 
specified in the Notice to submit their claims and objections to the Minister;  
(d) appoints a date and a place for the hearing of any claims and objections  
relating to such area of land and sea specified in the Notice;  
(e) appoints an independent technical committee to analyse and advise on the  
validity of claims and feasibility of change in the status of the area as specified  
in the Notice.’  

 
The work carried out by the technical committee (the National Protected Area 
Commission) will include the site-scoring, gap and MARXAN analyses and a cost-benefit 
analysis of the proposed change in use. Where alteration or de-reservation is proposed, it 
should also undertake the necessary socio-economic and environmental impact 
assessments. The composition of the technical committee must be defined in the revised 
legislation and, given the requirement that the Minister consult with ‘the agencies 
responsible for protected area management’, will therefore include representatives of the 
Forest and Fisheries Departments. The technical committee thus gives legal form to the 
coordinating mechanism (c.f. Section 4.1.) and also places statutory responsibility for the 
system (as against its individual sites) under the Minister for Natural Resources and the 
Environment. There must also be two NGO representatives, two CBO representatives, 
and senior representatives for the Tourism Board and PACT. In addition it must be able to 
call on specialist expertise as necessary and allow for other representation (e.g. Lands 
Department, Geology and Petroleum Department, other key stakeholders) as and when 
desirable.  
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4.3.4. Strengthened provisions for co-management.  
The NPSA already allows for delegation of management, opening the way for the present 
generation of co-management arrangements. As this approach is to be promoted, the 
provisions should be strengthened and more explicit. The wording below also strengthens 
the role of zoning in management planning. The new text uses the term ‘Administrator’ to 
denote the body responsible for protected area management. This is normally the Chief 
Forest Officer, acting for the Technical Committee and so representing the coordinated 
group, but the term gives flexibility.  
 
‘(1) The Minister, on the advice of the technical committee, may delegate management 
responsibility in whole or in part for any protected area declared under this Act, to any 
legally registered local body that:  

(a) is willing, and has the capacity or will soon acquire the capacity to manage 
the protected area;  
(b) agrees to implement the management plan that exists for the site;  
(c) agrees to prepare or periodically update the management plan, based on the  
inputs from broad-based protected area stakeholder consultations;  
(d) agrees to comply with any other requirements consistent with the purposes for 
which the site was declared a protected area.  

 
(2) The Minister shall cause the preparation of a legally binding agreement that  
details the duration, terms and conditions for the co-management of the protected area  
between the State and the body to whom delegation of management responsibility is  
intended. ‘ 
 
This then requires amendment of Part II sections 6,7 and 8.  
  

• No person shall, within any protected area, except with the written 
authorisation of the Administrator, and subject to zoning prescriptions and to 
other authorisations required under any other Act:--  

(a) permanently reside in or build any structure of whatever nature 
whether as a shelter or otherwise;  
(b) damage destroy or remove from its place therein any species of flora 
or fauna;  
(c) remove or destroy any antiquity, cave formation, coral or other object 
of cultural or natural value;  
(d) deface, destroy or remove any sign, facility or infrastructure provided 
for public use and enjoyment;  
(e) carry firearms, spears, traps, nets or other means for hunting or 
fishing or animal capture in areas not so designated;  
(f) introduce organic or chemical pollutants or any waste materials;  
(g) clear lands for cultivation or other purposes in areas not so 
designated;  
(h) graze domestic livestock in areas not so designated;  
(i) introduce exotic species of flora and fauna;  
(j) catch fish by any means whatsoever in areas not so designated;  
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(k) do any other act which may be prohibited by any Order made by the 
Minister from time to time.  

 
• (1) Any person who––  

(a) carries out any development in a protected area, except in accordance 
with the terms of a grant of development permission made under the Act; 
or  
(b) fails to comply with any restriction imposed by an Order made under 
the Act;  

shall be guilty of an offence and shall be liable on summary conviction to a fine  
not exceeding $10,000 dollars or to six months imprisonment or to both such fine 
and imprisonment.  
 
(2) The court before which any person is convicted under the provisions of this  
section may order the demolition of any structure erected or the reinstatement of 
anything altered or removed in contravention of the provisions referred to in this 
Act, and in default of compliance with any such order of the court, the Minister 
may cause the necessary work to be carried out and may recover as a civil debt 
the cost of so doing from the person in default.  
 
(3) An appeal shall lie to the High Court from any decision or order of the  
Magistrate’s Court made under this section.  

 
• The Minister may make regulations for carrying into effect the purposes and  
provisions of this Act:––  

(a) for the control and management of protected areas;  
(b) the conditions subject to which members of the public shall be 
permitted to enter and use any category of protected area, and for the 
issue of licences to permit persons to enter any protected area for any 
particular purpose;  
(c) for the zoning and control or prohibition of any hunting or fishing in 
or the removal of any living organism or plants or any substance from 
any protected area.  
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5. STRENGTHENING MANAGEMENT & MONITORING 
 
Mechanisms are developed to improve management quality and effectiveness to the 
extent where the core values of the Protected Area system are maintained and the 
benefits of the system are delivered at all scales – local to global. 
 
 
The consultancy reports note that management effectiveness varies greatly between 
individual sites within the national system. The system, of course, is made up of its sites 
and the system-level remedies addressed in the preceding sections enable rather than 
deliver improvement on the ground. This section deals with the site-level issues. 
 
The World Commission on Protected Areas (WCPA), an arm of IUCN, identifies three 
main components of management effectiveness: 

• Design issues relating to protected area systems and to sites. These are the 
issues covered in Section 3. 

• Appropriateness of management systems and processes. The structure of system 
administration and its supporting legislation is covered in Section 4. This leaves 
issues of how management is conducted within this framework and how well it can 
respond to challenges. Areas covered here include planning, training, capacity 
building, social relations and implementation ability. 

• Delivery of protected area objectives. This area consists of monitoring and 
assessment of performance of system and sites against stated goals. 
‘Performance’ includes biological, economic and social aspects.  

 
The final challenge is to identify the means of financing all the above.  
 
 
5.1. Enhanced management capability.  
 
5.1.1. Effective use of existing capability.  
The assessment indicates that there is substantial in-country capacity for the 
administration and management of the national protected area system. The 
recommendations made at system level add to that capacity and make for more efficient 
deployment by: 

• Coordination between the Forestry and Fisheries Departments, essentially a form 
of pooling of resources that can be developed incrementally as an ongoing 
process; 

• Creating structures (i.e. the technical committee) that co-opt expertise from other 
bodies – government departments, NGOs, other sources of technical input – as 
needed to implement policy. 

• Strengthening co- and participatory management, thus increasing human 
resources and mobilizing new reserves of special, traditional or local knowledge. 

• Amalgamating sites into larger units, so achieving efficiencies in scale. 
  

There are, however, significant gaps and most protected area management agencies do 
not have adequate: 
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• Financial management capacity, leading to a lack of business plans and financial 
strategies; 

• Human resource development capacity, demonstrated through a lack of structured 
training and staff development plans; 

• Access to legal advice. There is no resident legal council and no established 
mechanism for management bodies to obtain legal support.  

 
Two further weaknesses are also widespread: 

• Lack of biodiversity evaluation and monitoring capability. For particular sites this is 
partly an issue of human capacity and partly lack of sufficient finance to bring the 
necessary expertise as needed. Either way, the result is that the biodiversity 
characteristics are often poorly known, impacting effective planning at site and 
system level. 

• Lack of enforcement capability. Enforcement of regulations protecting natural 
resources is the responsibility of the statutory authorities and some stronger NGOs 
have developed some capability to supplement enforcement work. In general, 
however, the level and effectiveness of enforcement is low and slow to react in 
urgent cases. The problem can be compounded when managers attempt to 
address the problem with personnel lacking the necessary training and authority.   

The real weakness, however, is a lack of guidance at a system level, leaving each 
management body to do the best it can with the resources it can marshal. Essentially, site 
managers need consistent guidelines and support services applied throughout the system 
in order to do their work effectively. 
 
5.1.2. Capacity building and support services 
The aim here is to provide system-wide services that assist and strengthen site 
management. The way in which they are best organized may differ – as a service under 
the Technical Committee, as an arm of PACT to facilitate most efficient use of its funding, 
or contracted out to an NGO or other competent agency. The common factor is that they 
are initiated from the centre, applied consistently across the system, and intended to be 
cost-efficient by circumventing site-by-site duplication. 

• Skills training. Currently, skills training tends to be included in project activity. 
Plenty of training takes place but it usually supports project aims and/or funding 
agency objectives, and thus suffers the usual short-comings of project-driven 
activity – i.e. usually sporadic, patchy in coverage, given to duplication, short-term 
and unconsolidated. Such training and skills/technology transfer opportunities are, 
of course, always welcome but the intent is to be more proactive in placing them 
within a structured and sustained national training programme designed to address 
locally-perceived needs. The training programme must also work at several levels 
– from full or part time field staff to tertiary level students destined to be the senior 
conservation managers of the future – and their design will be a major undertaking 
in itself. 

• Site administration/management support services. Protected area co-
managers include a wide variety of NGOs and CBOs of varying degrees of 
institutional capacity, supported more or less effectively by advisers, volunteers 
etc. Administrative and managerial capacity will, of course, grow with skills 
training. In the interim more reliable forms of practical hands-on support are 
needed. Furthermore this need may, in the interests of efficient use of human 
resources, be long-term. Financial management capability has been identified as a 
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key issue, but it is best seen as a special case in a spread of administrative 
demands. These extend to ability to meet donor requirements and the proposals 
made here – monitoring and meeting management planning standards, for 
example – add to the burden of small institutions already operating beyond their 
capacities. The recommendation, then, is to develop an administrative support 
unit, containing specialist expertise (accountancy, audit, preparation of proposals, 
meeting financial planning, management planning and reporting requirements) and 
accessible as needed by all site managers. These skills are already developed in-
house by the larger NGOs and the aim is to make them equally available to 
smaller bodies and CBOs. One unit also leads to savings in scale as it is certainly 
not necessary to duplicate these capabilities within every management body in the 
country. The action effectively out-sources routine tasks, liberating the smaller 
organizations to concentrate on their real strengths in advocating the local interest.  

• Legal advice. The objective here is to develop at least one centre of in-country 
expertise that is readily accessible to any management agency for legal advice on 
issues concerning site management, rights, obligations, and conflicts of 
stakeholder interest. The aim is to ensure that management actions are securely 
embedded in their legal framework and to avoid or otherwise deal with disputes 
and conflicting claims. 

• Enforcement. The lack of trained, equipped and authorized enforcement 
personnel is cruel – there is at this time, for instance, only one Forest Officer to 
cover the statutory responsibilities of the Forest Department across the three 
northern districts. The resulting problems are documented in the consultancy 
reports. This is obviously an area needing concerted attention in the 
implementation phase but it again lends itself to a system-wide approach – some 
form of centralized unit that can be called at need and with rapidity to address 
problems at specific sites. It is worth noting that some enforcement problems 
affecting protected areas (e.g. territorial issues, trafficking) exceed the competence 
of any conservation manager. The advantage of one unit (or two if one 
concentrates on marine and the other on terrestrial areas) is that it facilitates close 
and effective coordination with other enforcement agencies that are competent in 
these areas.  

 
5.1.3. Biodiversity evaluation and monitoring  
Assistance at system level in evaluating and monitoring biodiversity information is a form 
of support service but operates at a large scale and thus treated separately. There are two 
essential needs: 

Management and access to the growing body of information on the biodiversity and 
ecological dynamics of Belizean ecosystems. This need is being addressed through 
clearing house mechanisms for collating, rendering accessible, exchanging and re-
distributing information. The development of these mechanisms is to be strongly 
encouraged and supported. 
 
Capability to gather site-specific information. Biodiversity information on specific sites is 
needed to comply with and refine the management planning process (Section 5.1.4.) and 
the procedures for declaration, adjustment and de-reservation (Sections 4.2, 4.3). 
Whenever a management plan is developed or revised, deficiencies in available 
information must be filled. Furthermore, monitoring of biodiversity indicators is also 
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necessary (Section 5.2). Some information may be available (e.g. through the clearing 
house) or obtainable by site managers but other kinds require specialist expertise or 
techniques. There is substantial in-country expertise in a variety of domains, through 
institutions and individuals. External support is also available. The need is to develop a 
procedure to mobilise these resources and direct them as a support unit to specific sites 
as the planning cycle requires, essentially conducting a series of rapid ecological 
assessments. 

 
5.1.4. Site management planning.  
All the protected areas in the national system need management plans, as a matter of 
policy implementation and as a requirement in the revised legislation. There is recognized 
need for a standardized planning format sufficiently flexible for adaptation to local 
circumstances and the full range of management regimes, yet firm enough to set the 
necessary standards. 
 
This need has been recognized for some time and fapproaches have been developed 
both internationally and within Belize. These have been reviewed (Table 3) and their 
strong points combined to produce standard guidelines that can be used as manuals 
(Appendix 3.1) to be used throughout the national protected area system, both in drafting 
and in quality assessment of site management plans. 
 

Table 3: Management Frameworks Currently in Use 
Department/Institution Framework Used  
Forest Department Outline for Protected Areas 

Planning  
Developed with assistance from 
PROARCA/PRODOMA, under a 

CCAD initiative 
 

Fisheries Department Training Manual on Design and 
Development of Management 

Plans for Marine Protected Areas 

A regional initiative developed under 
the Mesoamerican Barrier Reef 

Systems Project (MBRS) 
 

Institute of Archaeology Based on the National Parks 
Service Management Policies  

US Department of the Interior 

 
Programme for Belize, 
Toledo Institute for 
Development and 
Environment 

Site Conservation Planning TNC (The Nature Conservancy) 

 
 
The management planning process includes an assessment of the limits of acceptable 
change in the site. This is based on the concept that any level of human activity will 
change the system from its pristine condition. This is a normal state of affairs and the 
management decision lies in estimating what degree of change is acceptable so that 
levels of natural resource use (including visitor use) are set below that threshold. There is 
a degree of subjectivity but the approach is better adapted than estimation of carrying 
capacity in terms of user satisfaction compatible with good conservation of biodiversity. 
This approach has been incorporated in the planning guidelines, particularly to assess the 
limits of visitor use. The concept, however, can be applied to all forms of use, including 
extractive use. 
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5.2. Measurement of performance 
The protected area plans set objectives and a necessary part of the management plan and 
its implementation is to measure to what degree those objectives are actually achieved. A 
number of analytical tools have therefore been developed to assess management 
practices and their effectiveness. Management itself is about using people and resources 
to achieve desired results, and effectiveness can be assessed in two complementary 
ways: 

By management functions. This is about getting the work that was planned actually done. 
Work can be grouped under distinct activity headings or ‘management functions’ that, in a 
protected area, may include governance, planning, financial management, human 
resource management, maintenance, natural and cultural resource management, 
communication and education, visitor management, enforcement, research and others. 
The assumption is that if all these work programmes are carried out as planned, the 
desired outcomes will be achieved. This is, of course, not strictly true – nonetheless, 
strengthening management functions of the organization will normally improve its 
performance and increase the likelihood of achieving desired outcomes. They can 
therefore be used as a measure of effectiveness. 

By outcome. This is oriented towards processes and the closeness of their result to 
management targets. The TNC 5S methodology is a good example of an outcome-based 
system. It sets objectives based on maintained or improved viability of ‘conservation 
targets’ within the protected area. Effectiveness is assessed on that maintained or 
improved viability rather than on the activities undertaken to achieve it. The desired results 
of management are stated as an objective.  

Some approaches emphasise management functions and some give weight to outcomes. 
They may have strong and weak points and be complex or easy to implement but all 
involve monitoring of performance against set, measurable, indicators. A broad spread of 
methods in use in Belize and elsewhere have therefore been reviewed and themselves 
assessed to develop a model adapted for general use in national protected area system.  

This model has been designed following a set of principles (Table 4) 

It also includes analysis by management function and by outcome, and allows for self-
evaluation, external evaluation, and broad participation. The approach is built into the 
management planning process (Appendix 3.1) and detailed in Appendices 3.1.4, 3.1.5). 
It is worth noting that the Management Effectiveness Tracking Tool developed for use in 
WWF and World Bank projects is a particularly simple, straight-forward approach, easily 
followed and ideal for regular self-evaluation. It has been adopted without modification.  
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Table 4.  Principles for Design of Monitoring Strategy 
Useful  The process should produce assessment results that are usable by managers and 

stakeholders for improving protected area management (Pomeroy et al. 2004) 

Timely The process should produce initial information quickly and more detailed 
information over time 

Practical The process should be usable by protected area managers for first level 
assessments, with the option of more comprehensive and expert assessments when 
greater depth of analysis is warranted.  

Cost effective The process uses human resources and funds carefully 

Adaptable The process can be used in a variety of protected areas and contexts of Belize.  
This includes the protected area system vs. individual sites, ecological and 
archaeological sites, marine vs. terrestrial sites, government and nongovernment 
sites, large vs. small sites, and strict protection vs. multiple use sites. 

Participatory The process should involve managers, local stakeholders and communities, 
government agencies, and outside experts. 

Progressive The process should encourage protected area managements to develop and use 
management planning to guide management.  It should promote excellence in the 
conservation of protected areas (Courrau 2005). 

Evolving The process should be improved based on experience. 

Impartial The process should be as unbiased as possible, and use subjective judgments 
carefully.  Measures should be based on solid theoretical and practical and 
designed to produce consistency among different raters. 

Holistic The process should focus on a range of outcomes and strategies.  

Consistent  The process should produce results are comparable between sites and from one 
period to another. 

Comprehensible The process should be clear and understandable by the average person. 

 

 

5.3. Sustainable financing mechanisms. 

The national policy is that the protected areas system shall seek to maintain itself 
financially. It must be noted that the ability to gain support for national financing 
mechanisms and supplementary external funding is closely linked to the performance of 
the system in delivering socio-economic gains and to the level of public recognition of that 
performance. These components of protected area system planning, the original ‘Result 
4’, have been assigned to the implementation phase but it is stressed that they are early 
actions of key importance. 

Adequate financing is, of course, an absolute necessity and shortfalls have hindered 
effective protected area management on a national scale. This has led to a shift away 
from total reliance on government funding and towards self-generated income, greatly 
assisted by the growth of the tourism industry. Tourism user fees, augmented by other 
tourism-related activities (tourism services, sales), are now the most widespread 
mechanism for self-generated income. Furthermore the symbiotic relationship is widely 
recognized between protected areas (and the environment in general) and the tourism 
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sector though the two are not seen as formal partners. Funding difficulties have also led to 
a willingness to experiment in other areas. The impetus behind the move to co-
management approaches and the openness towards private sector initiatives comes from 
an accepted need to open all avenues to funds and mobilize all available resources. 
Some mechanisms (e.g. Debt-for-Nature swaps, the Tourism Conservation Fee, the Rio 
Bravo Carbon Sequestration Project) have been truly innovative when first introduced, 
while protected area managers have also developed other forms of resource use 
compatible with conservation aims and based on business lines (e.g. sustainable timber 
extraction on the Rio Bravo, butterfly farming at Shipstern).  

The funding base for protected area management nonetheless remains fragile. Across the 
network as a whole, some 20% still derives from orthodox subvention under GoB budgets 
and 45% comes from international donors. The first is under downward pressure and the 
second is inherently unstable, while the overall sum remains insufficient and the proposals 
for policy implementation made here only widen the gap between needed and available 
financial resources. Evidently there is an urgent need to define the financing strategy for 
the national system and its sites. 
 
The recommended approach is to reinforce the ‘business approach’ to protected area 
management, identifying the consumer groups obtaining goods and services from them 
and attempting to capture a fair return for re-investment in improved management. 
Generally speaking, good management attracts and creates financing opportunity so 
many of the issues already dealt with in preceding sections will have positive impacts on 
financing at both system and site levels. Actions at system level create an enabling 
environment in which individual protected area managers can seek financing on an ‘à la 
carte’ basis, according to the opportunities presented by the characteristics of their site 
and by local circumstance. Some sites will have greater finance-generating opportunities 
than others that are equally worthy of support on biodiversity grounds – this is covered by 
the policy of cross-subsidization. 
 
The existing mix of funding sources should be maintained, but within a revised conceptual 
framework. These sources can be summarized as: 

• Government allocation – but as an underpinning for other revenue-
generating actions only; 

• Donor grants/multi- and bi-lateral project funding – but as a supplement, 
built on an active programme to optimize self-generated revenues; 

• Protected Area Conservation Trust (PACT) support – as the main system-
level mechanism capturing funding justified by the general role of the 
protected area system in the national economy and redistributing/re-
investing that income in actions promoting improved management at site 
and system level. 

• Self-generated income – based on user fees (in the widest sense) and the 
main development area for site financing. 

 
The general strategy places a premium on increased capacity at site level for 
management and financial planning, on business planning (for which models have been 
developed), and on institutional capacity. Special attention must also be given to stream-
lining costs – i.e. making most effective use of available financing – as well as attracting 
new revenue sources.  
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Three types of system-level action are designed to facilitate financing of sites: 
• Support services. There is great need for assistance to managers in 

identifying funding opportunities, in financial and business planning. This is 
part of the ‘support service’ package outlined in Section 5.1.2 and is 
fundamental if the site-specific approach is to work across the system as a 
whole, as against only in certain sites managed by organizations with 
greater institutional capacity. Training in financial planning and 
management, as part of the Skills Training Programme’ will reduce but not 
remove the need for support. 

• Total Economic Evaluation and Public Awareness Programme. These are 
the actions originally envisaged as ‘Result 4’ and now transferred to the 
implementation phase. The Total Economic Evaluation (TEV) provides the 
justification for financial support and development of incentives and other 
financial mechanisms to help develop and maintain the system. The Public 
Awareness Programme helps create a climate of opinion conducive to 
effective implementation of protected area policy. 

• Introduction of financial incentives. These require negotiation with the 
Ministry of Finance but two potential incentives present themselves: 

o Tax deduction/alleviation for private lands that contribute to the 
National Protected Area System. This must be highly targeted 
mechanism, dependant on technical assessment that the area does 
or could contribute to the system, agreement by the landowner to 
follow practices that maintain that contribution, and clear 
compliance with any agreement made.  

o Re-investment of revenues from resource use within the national 
protected area system in the system, rather than to general 
government revenues. This approach is implicit within the proposals 
for the creation of autonomous natural resource management 
authorities.  

o Recognition of formal and mutually supportive partnership between 
the tourism sector and the national protected area system, as a 
basis for collaborative actions at site level. 
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