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ACRONYMS 
 
ACICAFOC:  Central America Indigenous and Peasant Coordinator of Community 
Agroforestry 
 
AFE-COHDEFOR: State Forestry Administration – Honduran Forestry Development 
Corporation 
 
ALIDES: Central American Alliance for Sustainable Development  
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and Development 
 
BR: Biosphere Reserve 
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GIMC: Global Intergovernmental and Multistakeholders Consultations of UNEP 
 
IADB: Inter-American Development Bank 
 
ICDP: Integrated conservation and development projects 
 
INBio: Costa Rican National Biodiversity Institute 
 
IUCN: World Conservation Union 
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LAC: Latin America and Caribbean region 
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NASA: National Aeronautics and Space Administration 
 
NP: National Park 
 
OTCA: Organization of the Amazonian Cooperation Treaty 
 
PARCA: Central American Environmental Plan 
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Protected Areas and Environmental Marketing Component 
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1. Introduction 
 
In response to the request by UNEP’s Global Intergovernmental and Multistakeholders 
Consultations (GIMC) to assess “the current state of knowledge regarding the 
environmental challenges and emerging issues relating to…natural and human-induced 
hazards and conflicts, including peace and security,” the Environment and Conflict 
Prevention Initiative of UNEP’s Division of Early Warning and Assessment (DEWA) has 
prioritized carrying out consultative regional assessments in Latin America and 
Caribbean (LAC), Asia and the Pacific, and Africa.  
 
This report presents the findings of the LAC regional assessment, which uses the 
Mesoamerican Biological Corridor (MBC) to describe environment, conflict prevention, 
and cooperation issues in the region. The MBC was chosen because it provides an 
example of a multinational initiative for biodiversity conservation and development. It is 
the only project in the world that is trying to coordinate actions in eight countries. It is 
also one of the most representative efforts of transboundary cooperation in LAC region. 
 
The report’s main objective is to explore the impact of the MBC initiative in building 
regional cooperation and to what extent it has facilitated the creation of conditions for 
environmental conflict resolution. This assessment covers activities from 2000 to 2005, 
when the MBC consolidation project was active, and focuses on transboundary areas, 
where the MBC is implemented at the regional level.  
 
The report is organized in two sections. First, it provides an overview of the dynamic of 
environmental conflict and cooperation in Latin America, specifically related to 
transboundary areas.  It discusses some of the main challenges for transborder 
environmental governance in relation to the internationalization of environmental 
problems and the limitations of the traditional natural resources management within 
national spheres. The first section also uses secondary information and literary reviews 
to reflect on the importance of new institutions for regional environmental cooperation in 
the region. Several concepts in this section are defined in Annex 1. 
 
The second section provides an analysis of the MBC as a means to foster transborder 
environmental cooperation in Central America and Southern Mexico. It provides a 
description of this initiative—the Mesoamerican context for environmental 
management—and it identifies some of the main obstacles and challenges facing the 
initiative as it tries to develop effective regional institutions for transboundary resources 
management and cooperation in Mesoamerica. The second section also includes a 
descriptive analysis of three transboundary biological corridors to demonstrate the MBC 
initiative’s on-the-ground actions, and identifies specific challenges faced by this type of 
multinational cooperation initiative.  
 
This section relies on case study methodology, including primary and secondary 
information (see Annex 2 for more details). Three examples of transboundary biological 
corridors were chosen to develop a more grounded analysis. Primary information was 
gathered through semi-structured interviews with key informants (Annex 3 lists the 
groups interviewed).  To facilitate topic-specific coding and analysis, we used 
Ethnograph V5 software.  Four maps were developed to define the geographical scope 
of this report. 
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I.  ENVIRONMENTAL CONFLICT AND COOPERATION IN LATIN AMERICA AND THE 
CARIBBEAN 
 

1.1 The dynamic of environmental conflicts in Latin America 
 
Conflict can arise whenever environmental issues such as land degradation, climate 
change, water quality and quantity, and natural resource management (e.g., oil, forests, 
and minerals) are combined with other security problems like poverty, migration, small 
arms, and infectious diseases (Dabelko, 2004). However, managing environmental 
issues and natural resources can also build cooperation and contribute to peace. While 
some environmental, economic, and political realities may contribute to conflict, others 
can help to foster cooperation. Socio-economic interdependence, untraceable pollution, 
as well as cooperative institutional arrangements, can often create partnerships 
between neighboring countries and help reduce the potential for conflict. 
 
Most studies focusing on environmental conflicts start from the question: What is the 
contribution of environmental change to social conflicts? In Latin America the 
contribution of environmental change to social conflicts can be understood as indirect 
and/or interactive. This means that social conflicts are understood partially as the 
outcome of the social and environmental side effects of environmental change. Here the 
process of environmental change in relation to other factors could produce conflicts. 
 
More important is to discover what specific role environmental change is playing in 
some Latin American social conflicts. Is it a trigger or aggravator in these conflicts? As a 
trigger, environmental change releases accumulated non-environmental social 
pressures, and as an aggravating factor, environmental change adds to others factors, 
producing conflicts. 
 
A conflict trigger is a proximate cause; the factor (in this case environmental change) 
triggers the system beyond a critical threshold. If environmental change is going to act 
as a trigger, its process has to be acute. Some examples of acute environmental 
changes are severe droughts, enormous floods, the effects of mining, and heavy 
deforestation.  
 
The claim that environmental change is an aggravator suggests that the change 
interacts with other factors to produce conflicts. Empirical data clearly supports this 
hypothesis. In terms of soil, the low ecological carrying capacity of the Amazon basin—
especially in the tropical terra firme soil—brings about specific limitations to 
agropastoral activities. Thus, the rapid decrease in agricultural production on these soils 
inhibits capital accumulation, settlement stability, and, consequently, the construction of 
stable social relations. Thus, this situation causes permanent migration, accompanied 
by further deforestation, resulting—in most cases—in open conflicts over access to land 
resources.  
 
In Latin America, environment-related conflict can occur when one party’s claim to, or 
use of, one resource negatively affects the interests of some other party, and when no 
alternative satisfies the aspirations of the parties involved. This situation may occur 
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because there simply is not enough of the resource to meet the basic needs of the 
parties (basic scarcity). However, sometimes ample supply of a valuable resource 
induces competition over access to, or use of, that resource.  
In Latin America, one of the main challenges is that environmental and resource 
management has traditionally been the preserve of national governments. Crucial 
environmental issues such as the use of rivers and watersheds remain largely within the 
regulatory sphere of states (López, 2002). However, nowadays it can be argued that the 
internationalization of environmental problems and its impacts on national structures are 
having a profound effect on how such resources are managed, thereby making 
necessary a new way of governance.  
  
The example of the Mesoamerican region shows the classical dilemma in which many 
natural resources and many environmental problems do not respect national borders.  
The MBC initiative illustrates Keohane’s (1995) thesis—that sovereignty, rather than 
connoting the exercise of supremacy within a given territory, provides the state with a 
legal grip on an aspect of a transnational process.  
 

1.2 The payoffs of  transborder cooperation in Latin America 
 
One of the most prevailing positions on regional cooperation is that participants are 
likely to cooperate (and possibly form a regime) if they perceive they have common 
interests and that the benefits—or payoffs—of joint actions are greater than those of 
unilateral action. If this is true, then what types of benefits are going to produce such 
regional cooperation regimes for the participants? There are two types of expected 
benefits: utility and security. A benefit that maximizes utility could look like states 
grouped as a regional block around one ecosystem. This group could be more effective 
than the nation-state in solving collective action problems, such as the ones present in 
southern Central America and the Caribbean. 
 
One of the most important payoffs of transborder environmental cooperation is that it 
can increase the governance of transboundary regional natural resources. When 
regional natural resources lack effective governance, a “prisoner’s dilemma” often 
follows—in which the rational strategies of individual actors lead to irrational regional 
outcomes. In addition, ecological interdependence and transborder environmental 
cooperation could help promote the process of regional integration. Regulating access 
to common waterways, fish stocks, or controlling air pollution or toxic waste dumping 
are all cases in point. 
 
One Latin American group working together for the collective good is El Salvador, 
Honduras, and Nicaragua—the three countries comprising and sharing cross-border 
ecosystems of the Gulf of Fonseca. Covering 3,183 square land miles (8,245 square 
kilometers) and 778 square miles of sea (2,015 square kilometers), the Gulf of Fonseca 
boasts a great diversity of terrestrial and marine-coastal habitats that give sustenance to 
colonies of different species. These species are economically crucial to local 
communities and industries.  Because of the negative impact of human activity on the 
region’s environmental health, the countries are looking for ways to cooperatively 
reduce the damage and promote sustainable use of the gulf.    
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The willingness to develop cooperation projects in the management of the gulf began in 
1991, through the Central American Commission for Environment and Development 
(CCAD), when parties sought to integrate this ecosystem in the Central American 
Forestry Action Plan. The CCAD asked for support for international cooperation—in this 
case from the Danish Cooperation Agency (DANIDA)—which tasked the international 
NGO IUCN with developing a management and development plan for the gulf. After a 
long consultation process with the government and public, the first cooperation 
project—PROGOLFO—began in 1999. PROGOLFO was approved by the three 
governments in tandem with various citizenry organizations. This project has tried to 
define and formulate a strategy for the comprehensive management of marine-coastal 
resources in the Gulf of Fonseca.  
 

1.3 Regional environmental cooperation in Central America 
 
Central American countries are increasingly recognizing the benefits of collaborative 
work to deal with the most pressing environmental problems. Central America’s 
integration process started in the early 1990s, following the end of the region’s civil 
conflicts, with efforts towards economic and political integration. In 1989, the countries 
signed an agreement that established CCAD, which embodies a unified vision for 
regional environmental cooperation to improve the quality of life of Central Americans 
through rational use of natural resources, pollution control, and the reversal of 
environmental degradation.  But it was only after signing the 1991 Tegucigalpa 
Protocol—the constitutional treaty for Central America’s integration—that the formal 
integration process began (PNUMA, CCAD, 2005).  
 
The Tegucigalpa Protocol established an institutional framework and guiding principles 
for the region’s integration, including the objectives of a new ecological order, a 
balanced development model, and rational use of natural resources. In addition, the UN 
Conference on Environment and Development in 1992, the Convention on Biological 
Diversity, and the Framework Convention on Climate Change all inspired Central 
American countries to reach a number of regional agreements for biodiversity 
conservation, protection of priority natural areas, and forest management.    
 

Regional agreements and treaties 
Primera Reunión Centroamericana para el manejo de 
recursos naturales y culturales (1974) 
Convenio Centroamericano de conservación de 
biodiversidad y protección de áreas silvestres 
prioritarias 
Convenio Regional para el Manejo y Conservación de 
Ecosistemas Naturales Forestales y el Desarrollo de 
Plantaciones Forestales 
Alianza Centroamericana apara el desarrollo sostenible 
Programa estratégico del Corredor Biológico 
Mesoamericano 
Declaración de Managua del Consejo de Ministros de 
Ambiente de Centroamérica  

 
In 1994, every Central American country signed the Central American Alliance for 
Sustainable Development (ALIDES)—a plan to promote peace, consolidate democracy, 
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and protect the environment. A key objective of the plan was to promote the 
establishment of a biological corridor system that would connect the main Central 
American protected areas. After ALIDES was signed, Central American countries 
experienced an increase in the number of environmental agreements and development 
of legal frameworks. There was also an acknowledgement of the importance of regional 
instruments to apply the regional environmental policies. So, by 1999, the region 
(through CCAD) developed an Environmental Plan for Central America (PARCA), 
whose main objective is to facilitate a development and conservation strategy. One of 
PARCA’s most important contributions so far has been the development of regional 
environmental standards for more effective, regional environmental management. By 
1997—and again in 2000—CCAD launched the MBC.  PARCA and the MBC are 
considered the most influential instruments for the application of the region’s 
environmental policies (PNUMA, CCAD, 2005).  
 
In this report we argue that the positive externalities that are generated through the first 
phase of the MBC implementation (the MBC consolidation project) promote conditions 
for developing the type of institutions that will allow the mitigation of transboundary 
environmental conflicts in Mesoamerica. These externalities facilitate transboundary-
area cooperation schemes by way of specific biological corridor projects.  The following 
sections provide more detailed information to support this argument in the context of the 
dynamics of conflict and cooperation in Mesoamerica. After describing the MBC at the 
regional and local levels (with information on specific biological corridor projects), the 
report analyzes the opportunities, and difficulties on the ground, concluding with the 
next steps for the MBC to effectively promote cooperation and facilitate conflict 
mitigation in the Mesoamerican region.   
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II. CASE STUDY: THE MESOAMERICAN BIOLOGICAL CORRIDOR AS A 
MECHANISM FOR TRANSBORDER ENVIRONMENTAL COOPERATION 

 
 

2.1 Conflicts and cooperation in Mesoamerica 
 
Mesoamerica, as most parts of the world, is experiencing rapid environmental changes. 
Some of the most important direct drivers of change in the region are population growth 
and urbanization; natural resources mismanagement and overexploitation; pollution; 
land use changes; and climate change.  
 
There drivers give way to a number of environmental changes. Degradation of different 
ecosystems, water contamination, degradation of coastal marine resources, increased 
vulnerability to natural disasters, and biodiversity loss are just some of the situations 
directly affecting  quality of life and development possibilities in the region. 
 
Ecosystem fragmentation is considered one of the most important problems for 
biodiversity conservation efforts. With only 2 percent of Earth’s land territory, Central 
America harbors 12 percent of the world’s biological diversity. But the scale and speed 
of habitat loss and fragmentation has led many conservationists to consider this region 
a biodiversity hotspot whose forests are critical for the preservation of biodiversity in the 
Western Hemisphere. Central America is facing rapid fragmentation due to a number of 
human activities (logging, mining, urban expansion, industrial and household waste) 
that are contributing to an unsustainable use of natural resources, altering forest cover 
and depleting the region’s biological richness.  
 
In addition to this natural fragmentation, Central America also suffers from political and 
social fragmentation. With just 500,000 square kilometers, Central America is divided 
into eight countries with 10 borders and 213 frontier municipalities (UIFC, 2000). This 
political fragmentation creates important challenges and obstacles to finding ways to 
reduce natural fragmentation and to create regional institutions.   
 
The high levels of poverty—40 percent to 80 percent of each country’s population faces 
some degree of poverty (except in Costa Rica, where it is 20 percent)—and the 
increasing inequities in the distribution of wealth between social groups constitute 
structural problems that promote social instability and affect the development of 
cooperation. Poverty in Central America is more acute in rural areas—in many cases, in 
places of interest for conservation programs.   
 
In some instances and under specific circumstances, the processes of environmental 
change have produced international conflict. The Crucitas open pit gold mining project 
on the Costa Rica-Nicaragua border is generating conflict. A Canadian company is 
slated to run the project in Costa Rican territory, but Nicaragua is concerned that the 
project could contaminate the San Juan River and argues that Costa Rica will violate 
international conventions if it approves the project.  In the meantime, the Canadian 
company is threatening the Costa Rican government with a large lawsuit if the project is 
not approved. The government has yet to decide either way.1  
 

                                            
1 Sources: http://www.minesandcommunities.org/Action/press436.htm and 
http://www.bilaterals.org/article.php3?id_article=2816  
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Dam construction on shared rivers is another issue provoking inter-state conflict in 
Central America. The projects planned for the Usumancinta River along the Mexico-
Guatemala border generated conflicts among local communities whose members felt 
disproportionately affected by dam work (Whiteford et al., 2004).   
 
 In Central America, political problems commonly trigger transboundary-area conflict, 
while environmental problems like pollution, deforestation, and mining can all act as 
aggravating factors.   
 
For example, uncertainties in border delineation are contributing to tensions between 
Guatemala and Belize because of land use changes—like illegal logging—affecting 
peasants. It is difficult for Belize to apply its territorial laws against illegal logging by 
Guatemalan peasants.    
 
There are cases, however, where environmental change has promoted cooperative 
solutions. In some cases the change has even helped prevent conflict. The Trifinio Plan 
(see box), the projects in Gulf of Fonseca (see section 1.2), and the MBC are all 
considered to be international cooperation regimes (see definition in Annex 1). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The
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deg
gen
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MBC
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The Trifinio Plan 
The process for the Trifinio Plan started during 1970s when Guatemala, Honduras, and El 

Salvador jointly established the Fraternity Biosphere Reserve in the Montecristo Mountain—a 

region where the three countries’ borders meet. The Trifinio Plan was established years after the 

creation of this biosphere reserve and is considered an international cooperation regime with the 

goal of developing a strategy for conservation and development of this diverse region. This plan 

required the participation of high-level authorities and now is administered by a Trinational 

Commission which was established by the three vice presidents in 1997 (López et al., 2004).  This 

plan has played an important role in facilitating post-conflict dialogue, building confidence between 

countries, and strengthening cooperation among border communities. It has also promoted the 

opening of frontiers through migration and customs agreements. The plan presents a number of 

challenges, including poverty alleviation, the protection of natural resources (especially water 

quality), and the incorporation of civil society sectors (to balance the plan’s original top-down 

approach). Nonetheless, the Trifino Plan is considered the most important example of regional 

integration because it covers the only transboundary area with an institutional framework to make 

decisions about resource conservation and use. 
 MBC is an effort of all Central American countries and Mexico to design a regional 
peration regime that would address ecosystem fragmentation and regional 
radation, and their subsequent environmental and social problems. This initiative 
erates conciliatory, trust-building, and collaborative processes between actors at 
rent levels—from the government-led to local.   

 actions in the border areas of Costa Rica-Nicaragua, Guatemala-Mexico-Belize, 
 Nicaragua-Honduras are particularly relevant because of the conflictive contexts in 
e areas. 
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Disputes along the Costa Rica-Nicaragua border are related to the Costa Rican 
government’s claims for navigation rights to the San Juan River. This dispute reached 
the La Haya International Court of Justice and has generated important political 
tensions that are affecting migration controls, commerce, and other aspects of these 
countries’ relations. The San Juan River watershed is an important area for MBC 
implementation because it is the site of a transboundary biological corridor project 
(analyzed in Section 2.2.3 of this report). It is important to examine how this initiative’s 
actions contribute to conflict prevention at the local level. 
 
On the Nicaragua-Honduras border, the transboundary Negro River basin deserves 
critical attention from both policymakers and scientists. The Negro River comprises a 
good part of the border between Nicaragua and Honduras. The border tensions 
between the two countries worsened after Hurricane Mitch changed the river’s flow in 
1998. The area encompassed by the Negro River basin is also important for the MBC. 
Still, there are no specific projects being implemented in the region at this point. 
 
Border disputes between Guatemala and Belize are related to Guatemala’s claims to 
territory in Belize. Guatemala is opposed to the declaration of Belize as an independent 
state.  Despite this, the signing of a tri-national natural resource protection agreement 
between Guatemala, Mexico, and Belize suggests that the environment can play a role 
in peaceful relations and trust-building between states—both central elements for 
cooperative processes.  
 
To some extent, the MBC has facilitated the articulation and reconciliation of the 
divergent parties in these scenarios. Therefore it can be argued that the positive 
externalities the MBC generated in creating conditions for dialogue and reconciliation of 
different parties helped develop this initiative as a mechanism for conflict prevention and 
cooperation. Nevertheless, it is important to clarify that the MBC was not conceived as a 
conflict resolution mechanism and has not taken direct action in this regard.  
 

2.2 The MBC initiative 
 
The MBC uses the biological corridor approach to address ecosystem fragmentation. It 
puts into practice the regional integration process and finds ways to protect 
transboundary resources whose management is affected by political fragmentation. 
 
The MBC evolved from a consortium of international conservation organizations called 
Paseo Pantera (Path of the Panther), which sought to conserve biodiversity by linking 
protected areas from southern Mexico to Panama (Mesoamerica). Paseo Pantera was 
defined mostly in terms of biological outcomes, and it worried many local residents—
especially indigenous groups—who feared expropriation of their ancestral lands and the 
expansion of protected areas onto their land.  
 
By 1997, via a Presidential mandate, the Paseo Pantera proposal was redefined to 
integrate social and economic components and was renamed the Mesoamerican 
Biological Corridor, or the MBC.  The MBC is an umbrella project for a number of 
individual, local biological corridors projects all over Central America and Southern 
Mexico (Metrick, 2001). 
 
Thus, the MBC changed from a protectionist to a people-oriented conservation 
approach. More specifically, it could now be considered an ICDP (Integrated 
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Conservation and Development Project).  An ICDP has “core protected areas” in which 
uses are restricted. Outside these core areas are buffer zones, where activities 
promoting sustainable development and local income opportunities compatible with park 
management objectives are encouraged. The premise of ICDPs is that protected areas 
in developing countries will survive only insofar as they address human concerns (Wells 
et al., 1992).     
 
The MBC is an initiative in progress. Although the concept has been defined since 
1997, it wasn’t until 2000 that the first phase started with a five-year project called 
“Establishment of a Programme for the Consolidation of the Mesoamerican Biological 
Corridor” (later, the MBC consolidation project). It drew financial support from the United 
Nations Development Program’s (UNDP) Global Environment Facility (GEF) and the 
German Technical Cooperation Agency (GTZ). This project assumed responsibility for 
creating the institutional mechanisms and technical capacities to implement the MBC. 
The MBC consolidation project was to finish in 2006, after which a new implementation 
phase of implementation will continue. 
 
The MBC is defined as:  "A system of land-use planning that features areas under 
various administrative arrangements including core natural areas, buffer zones, multiple 
use zones, and corridor areas. These are organized and consolidated in a manner that 
offers environmental benefits and services to Central America and the world. The MBC 
will provide opportunities for people to participate and promote investment in the 
conservation and sustainable use of natural resources. The purpose is to improve the 
quality of life of the Mesoamericans" (WRI, 2001).  This project has been described as 
the largest and most complex sustainable development project in recent years (Miller et 
al., 2001; Metrick, 2001).   
 
As conceived, the MBC will stretch from southeast Mexico along the Atlantic coast of 
Belize and Guatemala.  It will continue down the Atlantic coast of the isthmus and 
spread into the interiors of Honduras, Nicaragua, and El Salvador.  The corridor will 
wind down the Atlantic coast of Panama and finish (for now) in the Choco region of 
Panama and Colombia (UNDP, GEF, 1999).  
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Figure 2.1 Proposed elements of the Mesoamerican Biological Corridor 

 
Key 

Light Green Corridor areas  
Dark Green Protected areas already established  
Red Proposed protected areas 
Yellow Other uses   
Source: Corrales, Ballestero, 2001. 
 
According to Zuñiga and Cardenal (2001), one of the main objectives of the MBC is to 
integrate, preserve, and use biodiversity in a manner consistent with the sustained 
economic and social development of the region.  
 

2.2.1 MBC achievements and obstacles 
 
The MBC is a policy instrument for environmental management in the region and has 
been developed as the platform to organize the area’s conservation actions. The 
regional institution responsible for MBC implementation is CCAD (Metrick, 2001). From 
2000 to 2005, CCAD had the support of the MBC consolidation project’s staff, who 
worked jointly with national technical liaisons in each country to coordinate and evaluate 
strategic policies and actions. In general, they tried to reconcile their respective 
environmental laws on forest and biodiversity conservation, environmental protection, 
and pollution control.  
 
By 2005, the MBC consolidation project had developed the Regional Strategy for 
Biodiversity (ERB) and three regional programs derived from this strategy for 
conservation and development. One program is for protected areas management 
(PERTAP), another focuses on connectivity (PERCON), and the third emphasizes 
biodiversity monitoring (PROMEBIO).  These programs guide national MBC 
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administration policies. For example, PERTAP provides guidelines for protected areas 
management to enable the development of a harmonized regional system of protected 
areas.  PROMEBIO is an instrument to measure and monitor the actual status and 
tendencies of regional biodiversity, focusing on biodiversity loss. PROMEBIO proposes 
methodologies used by international organization reports, such as UNEP’s GEO (Global 
Environmental Outlook). These strategies demonstrate that the region’s citizens value 
the distinctions between managing protected areas and the areas that connect them. 
Each country is responsible for implementing their respective programs.   
 
An important MBC achievement thus far is the consolidation of institutional mechanisms 
in each country to allow the program to continue in the long term. Each country has 
defined how to appropriately implement the MBC in its unique territory. Costa Rica 
decentralized the implementation of biological corridors, while other countries liaise with 
the environmental ministry. 
  
The consolidation project established regional coordination mechanisms that will 
continue with its work after it is over. These mechanisms include consolidation of 
regional technical committees and a regional environmental agenda (PARCA).  
 
Part of the MBC strategy is to promote activities that will bring economic benefits to the 
areas involved. As discussed above, the MBC recognizes the importance of poverty 
reduction and providing socioeconomic benefits to local populations to ensure the 
effectiveness and sustainability of conservation actions. Another objective is to reduce 
conflicts with parties opposed to conservation.  One of the most critical strategies for 
achieving MBC goals is the development of payment for environmental services. The 
MBC has promoted regional activities like organic farming, forest management, 
community forestry, agroforestry, semi-confined livestock, ecotourism, handicrafts, 
community agro-ecotourism, bio-prospecting, the use of non-timber forest products, the 
cultivation of wild plants, butterfly farms, wild animal nurseries, wetland wild rice 
production, aquaculture, traditional fishing, and honey production. The MBC also 
developed a business plan that incorporates the private sector. 
 
The MBC has also worked towards the incorporation of environmental concerns and 
interests in different sectors, like agriculture and health. The program is supporting the 
efforts of the Central American Integration System (SICA) to develop inter-sector 
agendas between its various secretaries.  The Regional Program for Vulnerability and 
Environmental Degradation Reduction (PREVDA) is a result of the efforts to develop 
inter-sector agendas between the three SICA secretaries.2 This program’s objectives 
are to strengthen regional institutions and synchronize policies to work in risk 
management, ecological restoration, and water management that would reduce the 
region’s vulnerability to natural disasters.  Also, in June 2006, SICA, CCAD, the Central 
American Agricultural Council (CAC), and the Central American Ministries of Health 
Council (COMISCA) held a second inter-sector regional meeting at which one 
agreement proposed the formulation of an agro-environmental agenda that uses the 
MBC strategy and objectives as elements to guide the regional development process 
(SICA, 2006).    
 
The project also intended to reduce vulnerability and alleviate poverty. The MBC 
consolidation project has facilitated and coordinated efforts with various organizations 
working on these issues. Some such CCAD programs include (CCAD, 2005a):   

                                            
2 See more info at: http://www.ccad.ws/noticias/2006/3/prevda.htm 
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• The Regional Project of Integrated Management of Ecosystems in Indigenous 

Communities of Central America (PMIE), which is implemented by ACICAFOC 
and funded by GEF, IADB, and WB. PMIE will attempt to deepen indigenous 
communities’ capacity for natural resources management and conservation. 

• Participatory management (Proyecto UE-UICN), which will promote the 
interaction of different stakeholders involved in managing protected areas. 

• Mesoamerican Coral Reefs System Project (SAM), which is establishing a 
system for planning, managing, and monitoring the regional coral reefs. 

• PROARCA/APM: Joint project of The Nature Conservancy (TNC) and the 
Biodiversity National Institute of Costa Rica (INBio), which monitors the MBC 
ecosystem’s health.  

• Other important actions of the MBC consolidation project thus far include:  
• Promoted bi- and tri-national agreements for the establishment of transboundary 

biological corridors. 
• Facilitated collaborative work to develop manuals for transboundary wildlife 

management between Costa Rica and Nicaragua—and between Nicaragua and 
Honduras—to help control traffic in endangered species.  

• Started to harmonize the region’s geographic information systems and 
nomenclature.  

• Helped to strengthen local capacity for establishing local biological corridors.  
• Reconciled regional instruments for implementing strategic regional programs.  
• Helped consolidate the protected areas system. Since the regional integration 

process began, 589 protected areas have been established.  
 
Despite the advances so far, the MBC still faces other obstacles. This section identifies 
several of the most important ones.  
 
Asymmetries between countries: Overcoming the differences and asymmetries 
between countries has been one of the most significant obstacles facing the MBC. It 
has been difficult to coordinate actions among ministries. When the project began, only 
a few countries had environmental ministries. While all the countries now have 
ministries, governmental support for them varies greatly among the countries and 
among governments within each country.  Environmental laws and protected area 
regulations were completely different among countries, and although the MBC 
consolidation project has put a lot of effort into harmonizing institutions and legal 
frameworks to implement the regional initiative, there is still a lot of work to do (as is 
typical of any multinational initiative).  
 
One example of this is Costa Rica, which has decentralized the MBC implementation 
process. The country is divided in 11 conservation areas, each of which has a biological 
corridor liaison to promote the plan’s implementation in a way consistent with national 
objectives.  Other countries—like Nicaragua, Guatemala, and El Salvador—have 
centralized MBC implementation. There is a single MBC office in the environmental 
ministry of each country that coordinates the MBC’s national implementation.   
 
Governmental commitment: The MBC consolidation project suffered from a lack of 
governmental commitment in several countries, often because liaison turnover was so 
high. This meant a loss of precious training and capacity, and ministries had to start all 
over again—wasting economic and human resources—and preventing speedy progress 
that would lay the foundation for the regional work.  The lack of trained human 
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resources is definitely slowing regional work. As one interviewee reported, NGO 
involvement helped the MBC continue to implement actions on the ground. Also, those 
working at the regional level want environment ministries to see local actions from the 
regional level. So far, these two have been separated.   
 
The role of CCAD and national support for regional efforts: CCAD’s role has been 
criticized on a number of grounds. First, several sectors were critical of the CCAD’s 
desire to implement MBC actions, diminishing the role of local actors in this initiative. 
This tension provoked a shift in CCAD’s role, making it the coordinating institution in 
charge of providing a unified vision of development and conservation, as well as 
promoting decentralized implementation of the MBC. Another obstacle identified by a 
former environmental minister of Nicaragua was that the CCAD’s Council of Ministers 
prioritized national issues over the regional environmental agenda, decreasing national 
governmental support for MBC regional actions. 
 

2.2.2 MBC regional implementation  
 
In 2006 a new phase of MBC implementation began. After working to develop 
institutional and technical capacities, it became time to put theory into practice for 
regional work.  Efforts were focused on the creation of transboundary biological 
corridors. The implementation, opportunities, and challenges for these initiatives will be 
discussed in the following subsection. 
 
Development of bi- and tri-national projects is considered the mechanism to regionally 
implement the MBC, because each country has already defined the implementation 
strategy. Cooperation has not only arisen among governments, but also among 
governments and other sectors (e.g. indigenous and peasants groups), as well as 
among local groups. 
 
There are ten multinational biological corridors and conservation projects in Central 
America—not all of which are yet active—but all of which have at least begun to 
establish conditions for their implementation. 
 
 Transboundary conservation projects in Central America 
Project name Countries Protected areas involved 
Selva Maya Mexico – Belize – 

Guatemala 
Maya BR (Gua) – Calakmul BR (Mex) – Río 
Bravo Conservation Area (Bel) 

Barra de Santiago – 
Monterrico 

Guatemala –   El 
Salvador 

Monterrico (Gua), Barra de Santiago (ES) 
Ramsar sites 

Merendon – COBIME Guatemala – 
Honduras 

Copán – Barra del Motagua (Hond) / Quiriguá – 
Manabique (Gua) 

CB Marino Costero del 
Atlántico 

Guatemala – 
Honduras 

Manabique – Cusuco - Omoa 

Trifinio Guatemala – El 
Salvador – Honduras 

Montecristo NP, Trifinio BR, Bonampak 

Golfo de Fonseca* El Salvador – 
Honduras –  
Nicaragua 

Bahía de la Unión (ES), Pasaquina (ES), El 
Infiernillo (ES) / Bahía de Chismuyo (Hon), El 
Jicarito (Hon), La Berberia (Hon) / Estero Real 
NR (Nic), Cosiguina Volcano (Nic), Estero Padre 
Ramos (Nic)   

Corazón del CBM Honduras –  
Nicaragua 

Río Plátano BR (Hon), Patuca NP (Hon), 
Tawahka BR (Hon) /  Bosawas BR (Nic) 
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Corredor biologico El 
Castillo-San Juan-La Selva 

Nicaragua – Costa 
Rica 

Indio Maiz Biol R (Nic), Maquenque WR (CR)   

Wetlands corridor Nicaragua – Costa 
Rica 

Las Camelias (CR) -Caño Negro (CR), Guatuzos 
(Nic), Solentiname (Nic), San Miguelito (Nic) 

La Amistad International 
Park 

Costa Rica –  
Panama 

La Amistad Int Park (CR-Pan), Cahuita NP (CR), 
Hitoy Cerere Biol R (CR), Gandoca Manzanillo 
WR (CR).  

 *Includes 26 protected areas; only the largest ones are listed.  
 Key: BR: Biosphere Reserve. NP: National Park. Biol R: Biological Reserve. WR: Wildlife Reserve.  
 
 
 

Figure 2.2: Transboundary biological corridors in Central America 

 
 

2.2.3 Analysis of transborder biological corridor projects  
 
After five years of setting the stage for MBC implementation, there is now a consensus 
that the next step is to implement transborder biological corridors. The design and 
implementation of this type of biological corridor is still in its early stages. Although there 
are not many to date, there is an increasing interest in developing biological corridors in 
transboundary zones. 
 
In this section, we will focus on three transborder projects associated with the MBC: El 
Castillo-San Juan-La Selva biological corridor (between Nicaragua and Costa Rica); the 
El Corazón del CBM (between Honduras and Nicaragua); and the Selva Maya 
Management Agreement. 
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El Castillo – San Juan – La Selva  
 
The El Castillo-San Juan-La Selva biological corridor is located on the border of Costa 
Rica and Nicaragua. It is meant to enhance the connection among the following 
protected areas: Inmaculada Concepción de María Forth, Indio Maíz Biological 
Reserve, and Río San Juan Wildlife Refuge. 
 
Several factors justify the establishment of this biological corridor. One,the area along 
the border between Costa Rica and Nicaragua is the only suitable area for the 
connection of Nicaragua and Costa Rica’s protected areas, and therefore for the 
continuation of the Mesoamerican Biological Corridor between these two countries. 
Second, this is the only site in Central America where it is possible to maintain the 
connection between a large protected area in the lowlands of the Caribbean shore 
(Indio Maíz Reserve, Nicaragua) with medium- and high-elevation habitats (Braulio 
Carrillo National Park, Costa Rica). This area also contains a unique ecosystem that is 
home to endangered species like the green macaw, jaguar, and danta, among many 
others (6,000 plants, 132 mammal, 515 bird, 135 reptile, and 80 amphibian species). A 
third reason is that ensuring the conservation of forest areas in this biological corridor is 
the last chance for Costa Rica to maintain a viable green macaw population (Chassot, 
et al., 2002).  
 

Figure 2.3  El Castillo – San Juan – La Selva biological corridor 
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The protection of the green macaw and its habitat was actually one of the reasons why 
conservation actions began in this area—before the establishment of this biological 
corridor—and continues to be very important for this project in its mission to facilitate 
the conservation and development of this area. Forest areas on Costa Rica’s side of the 
border (San Carlos and Sarapiquí plains) are very fragmented and threatened by 
deforestation, fires, and legal and illegal hunting. On the Nicaraguan side, forested 
areas (Indio Maiz Reserve) enjoy good conservation status, though many wildlife 
species (like  the green macaw) depend on habitat on both sides of the border, making 
it critical to protect the forests along the border. 
 
Two important actions were undertaken before this biological corridor project. First was 
the establishment of the inter-institutional Green Macaw Commission, which sets the 
foundation for the biological corridor on the Costa Rican side. Several organizations of 
this commission worked to establish the bi-national biological corridor. The other 
important action undertaken before the project was the creation of Maquenque National 
Park on the Costa Rican side of the border.  
 
The bi-national commission planning the transboundary biological corridor is comprised 
of Costa Rica and Nicaragua’s environmental ministries (MINAE and MARENA, 
respectively); two municipalities from the area where the proposed biological corridor is 
planned (San Carlos, Costa Rica; and El Castillo, Nicaragua); one Nicaraguan NGO 
(Fundacion del Rio); and two Costa Rican NGOs (CCT and APREFLOFAS). They 
developed a strategic plan that includes environmental planning, community 
development, and strengthening strategic alliances among different organizations. The 
commission has conducted training and environmental education activities on  green 
macaw protection and other related topics. The commission has also developed various 
research projects of land tenure and land use analysis, as well as management plans 
for nearby protected areas. 
 
One activity that stands out is the green macaw bi-national festival. It has been very 
successful, and its success has allowed other actors, like municipalities, to join the 
biological corridor initiative. An interesting feature of the festival is the active 
involvement of local women’s groups from Costa Rica, which is very committed to this 
effort.  
 
As it is the case for biological corridors, the green macaw bi-national festival proposes a 
system of land-use planning on three levels: the core protected area (Maquenque NP), 
the corridor nucleus, and the corridor matrix. The main conservation strategies 
promoted in corridor areas are payment for environmental services and conservation 
easements.3  
 
Conflict management and cooperation  
 
As mentioned before, there are important border conflicts over navigation rights to the 
San Juan River, in addition to migration-related and other social conflicts between 
Costa Rica and Nicaragua. These conflicts have presented real challenges to 
developing collaborative processes in the area.  According to several interviewees, 

                                            
3 A conservation easement is a restriction placed on a piece of property. It is voluntary, donated, or sold, 
and constitutes a legally binding agreement that limits certain types of uses or prevents development from 
taking place on the land in perpetuity while the land remains in private hands (http://www.nature.org). 
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overcoming conflicts with those that opposed conservation actions in the area is closely 
tied to strategic alliances and strong commitment of the organizations involved. Most 
interviewees acknowledged the hard work and leadership of Costa Rican and 
Nicaraguan NGOs in project coordination. The ongoing presence of the organizations 
has helped build trustful relations, at least among NGOs, government organizations, 
and local groups, because the project’s actors have proven that they are committed to 
the area’s conservation and forest protection—thus facilitating  cooperative action on 
both sides of the border.  
 
The trust-building process the project has developed made it possible to establish the 
Green Macaw Bi-national Commission, which has operationalized transboundary 
cooperation in this area, bringing together local communities, environmental NGOs, 
municipalities, and government agencies. It is also helping local organizations realize 
their role in biodiversity conservation. 
 
The Commission has not only had an impact at the local level; it has also influenced 
conservation policies and institutions throughout Costa Rica and Nicaragua, elevating 
the importance of the green macaw and its habitat conservation. The project has also 
influenced the regional implementation of the MBC, as this regional project uses the 
lessons learned from the San Juan-La Selva biological corridor for the establishment of 
other biological corridors.   
 
Groups with similar environmental consciousness—where people similarly perceive 
environmental change and the subsequent threats to their livelihoods—are considered 
more able to address environmental conflict in transboundary areas. The project has 
undertaken environmental education to involve people and encourage a conservation 
ethic and action on both sides of the border, specifically for the protection of the green 
macaw’s nesting site. The Green Macaw Bi-national Festival is very successful in this 
regard. Exchanges between Costa Rican and Nicaraguan local organizations have 
been fruitful in increasing cooperation and links between both countries.  
 
It is also important for conservation to provide direct benefits to local people. This helps 
encourage personal involvement and pro-conservation values, and it can be a conflict 
prevention measure between different consumers of natural resources. Some steps 
have been taken on this already. Land owners in Costa Rica’s Maquenque Wildlife 
Reserve are receiving payments for environmental services. It is important to provide 
these direct benefits to local communities all through the biological corridor area. 
 
Though the Green Macaw Bi-national Festival is one of the most successful 
transboundary conservation actions in Central America, several issues still prevent 
more efficient collaboration and implementation.  
 
Obstacles for cooperation 
 
Political conflicts and social tensions: The Nicaraguan and Costa Rican border is 
one of the most conflict-heavy frontiers in Central America. Migration issues, navigation 
rights in San Juan River, border delineation, and cultural differences all affect these 
nations’ relations.   
 
The difficult economic situation in Nicaragua has provoked massive immigration to 
Costa Rica, where individuals go for work in a number of different sectors (agriculture, 
construction, and services). Immigration creates demand for social services and 

 21



housing in Costa Rica, which some consider burdensome for the Costa Rican 
government and taxpayers. Costa Ricans in the frontier towns complain more about the 
social tensions than Nicaraguans. Some interviewees claimed violence and crime has 
increased with the number of Nicaraguan immigrants.  
 
The media, Nicaraguan governmental agencies, and NGOs foster the conflicts between 
these countries. Some of these parties frequently complain about the mistreatment and 
exploitation of Nicaraguan migrant workers in Costa Rica. They also complain that 
Costa Rican timber companies are illegally logging in Nicaragua, taking advantage of 
low prices, abundant resources, and lack of vigilance.  
 
In addition, the navigation conflicts along the San Juan River (mentioned earlier) have 
increased social and political tensions between these countries.  But several 
interviewees attest that this particular conflict has neither affected relations between the 
organizations, municipalities, and local communities involved in the project, nor the 
project’s implementation.  The project coordinators and others involved say that the 
Nicaraguan government has reduced its support for the project, but no one attributes 
this to the San Juan River conflict. 
 
Actors’ involvement and commitment: Although most members’ organizations are 
committed to the work, not all actors are actively involved. For example, the involvement 
of municipalities varies depending on who is in charge, and liaison officers change 
frequently. 
 
All interviewees agree that MARENA has offered limited support for this initiative. But 
there is no consensus why. MINAE officials say the ministries interacted more when the 
MBC was consolidated, and now it has begun to diminish.  NGO members claim that 
MARENA depends on international cooperation funds to operate, because the 
government relies on very few paid officials, and most staff members are paid by 
projects.   
 
MARENA officials, on the other hand, argue that most of their current efforts are going 
to the consolidation of San Juan Biosphere Reserve and that they are not very active on 
the biological corridor project because they have not been actively included. They also 
claim to lack information  on the project’s activities.  
 
Some argue that the local communities are not aware of this project. The El Castillo 
mayor complained that the municipality has not received enough information on this 
project—neither in terms of what actions have been taken, nor what is planned for the 
future. The initiative has been promoted more actively in Costa Rica, but—according to 
project’s coordinators—they still need to reach more groups and sectors.  
 
Corazón del CBM 
 
The Corazon del CBM is the only project that directly resulted from MBC 
implementation. This project’s area is one of the 11 priority conservation areas in 
Central America, encompassing 3.4 millions hectares which includes two biosphere 
reserves and one national park in Honduras (Río Plátano BR, Tawahka-Asangni BR, 
and Patuca NP), and Bosawas BR in Nicargua. This area contains the biggest and best-
protected forest areas in Central America. 
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Figure 2.4 Corazón del CBM Area 
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 of the MBC consolidation project objectives was to implement actions in the field 
 would help implement the MBC concept at the regional level, promoting capacity 
ing for transboundary resources management. In 2001, this idea materialized in 
initiatives: the nomination of the Corazón del CBM area as a transboundary 

phere reserve, and the implementation of a project to manage this biosphere 
rve.  

 process to declare the Corazón del CBM Biosphere Reserve started in 2001 with a 
isterial declaration, in which the Nicaragua and Honduras governments participated. 
ernment officials, with support of the MBC consolidation project, proposed 
ngthening the political, technical, and administrative management of this biosphere 
rve. This project’s implementation depends on securing funds and obtaining 
SCO’s approval of the petition.  

SCO requires an inclusive and participatory process to establish a biosphere 
rve. So the governments—with CCAD and MBC support—began a consultation 
ess. The process has been challenging because of the social dynamics of the area, 
hich several different ethnic groups share the same geographic space and natural 
urces.  
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  The project has faced a great deal of opposition, especially from ethnic groups living in 
the area. Indigenous groups criticize the project for its similarity to other aid and 
conservation projects, where corruption prevented local indigenous and peasant 
communities from benefiting. Indigenous groups also complain about the consultation 
process, which they describe as insufficient, inappropriate, exclusive, and without 
regard for indigenous worldviews and worldview. They criticize the methods used, like 
workshops, forums, and interviews with key informants. For them, these methods 
inevitably leave out different perspectives and groups with different interests. They ask 
for more inclusive participatory approaches, with decision-making power, because they 
have not seen the results of previous conservation projects. In general, people accept 
the idea of biological corridors, but demand benefits for local communities.  
 
Building transboundary cooperation 
 
Along this frontier area, there are important internal and transboundary conflicts that 
have traditionally affected the implementation of governmental development projects. 
The Corazon del CBM could become a valuable tool for creating the conditions for 
transboundary cooperation. The project expects to manage conflicts and increase 
cooperation among local groups in both countries by addressing institutional 
development for the political and administrative management of this reserve; 
consolidating Honduras’ and Nicaragua’s protected area systems; implementing reserve 
management plans in a participatory way; identifying and promoting sustainable 
activities; and promoting research to carry out biological monitoring. They will seek to 
establish strategic alliances with rural development projects in the area. 
 
The proposed activities and project strategy demonstrate the shift from a 
conservationist to a more developmental approach, just like the shift experienced by the 
MBC. This shift will help them incorporate actors with traditionally opposing 
conservation activities. They are using consensus to decide which activities to 
implement, and the project’s coordinating process is creating transboundary institutions. 
The project proposes the creation of a bi-national commission under UNESCO’s model 
to operationalize cooperation between both nations.  
 
Collaborative work with Honduras is very new; in fact, it begins with this project, even 
though local groups on both sides of the frontier have coexisted for a long time. The 
project is emphasizing capacity building, as there is little government presence or 
interaction in either country. An interviewee mentioned that the forums and meetings 
organized by the Corazon del CBM project are helping indigenous and local groups get 
to know each other and devise ways to work together.  
 
Obstacles for cooperation 
 
Conflicts over abundant yet valuable resources are common in forested frontier areas 
like the Corazon del CBM protected areas, because these regions combine limited 
government presence with inaccessible terrain and multiple ethnic groups (Kaimowitz, 
2002). There are important political, social, and economic obstacles that could lessen 
this initiative’s ability to cooperatively manage and protect this area’s resources.   
 
Socio-economic conflictive context: The opposition of indigenous and other local 
groups toward this project reflects these communities’ lack of confidence in 
governmental and other mestizo-related institutions. This area has historically 
experienced natural and human resources exploitation. Since the beginning of last 
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century, foreign companies have engaged in logging, rubber extraction, and mining. 
After these resources were depleted and these activities were no longer profitable, 
some companies left, leaving behind harmful socio-environmental impacts. Polluted 
rivers, high levels of sedimentation in coastal lagoons, and deforested areas are just 
some of the ways the companies changed the area.  
 
In Nicaragua, these companies changed local people’s economic activities and roles. 
Some mining companies are still active and continue to have an effect on the region. 
Most men have become employees of the companies, limiting their ability to continue 
their traditional livelihoods. It is not well known how the presence of these companies 
and their environmental externalities affect women. There are not many studies on the 
traditional roles of Mayagnas and Miskitos women. Studies of Tawahkas women reveal 
that their roles are similar to mestizo women (Suazo, 2005). Their charge is largely 
domestic—caring for children and the household, farming for household consumption, 
healing, and working in handicrafts. But it is not well known how these women 
participate in other productive activities (such as fishing and agriculture) or in 
conservation activities  (MARENA, SETAB, 2003).  
 
Foreign companies have also helped establish class divisions among people in the 
area. Foreigners held the highest status, and did not interact with local people. Ladinos 
and government officials held a secondary status, and indigenous people had the 
lowest social status.  This racism and sectarianism persists today, even though Miskitos 
and other indigenous groups comprise the majority in this area  (CRA-RAAN, 2004)  
 
In Honduras, the Tawahkas and other indigenous groups face similar threats, and 
conflicts persist because of competition for natural resource use and colonization of 
traditional lands. Exploitive activities (such as logging and rubber and gold extraction, 
which affect indigenous groups’ traditional livelihoods) helped endanger area forests. 
(Suazo, 2005; Panting, et al.; Colíndres et al., 2002). Traditional land tenure is 
recognized by the constitutions of Nicaragua and Honduras (Suazo, 2005), but mestizo 
migration and extractive activities bring other property rights regimes to the area, which 
are often in conflict with the traditional communal land tenure system of indigenous 
groups.  
 
The expansion of the agricultural frontier not only dangerously increases the conversion 
of primary forests but also threatens the area’s traditional knowledge. It is also creating 
significant conflicts that are affecting the region’s governance, especially in Nicaragua. 
Indigenous organizations in this country are trying to protect traditional livelihoods and 
their common property regime, but the Nicaraguan government is trying to impose a 
private property regime that would extend individual land titles to people within the 
agrarian reform policies. The government  has not considered granting communal land 
rights.  
 
Finally, most indigenous groups in the area practice subsistence agriculture as opposed 
to cultivating the export crops that the government is trying to promote, creating conflicts 
between indigenous organizations and the government. Though one Nicaraguan 
indigenous leader was once open to co-management of these lands, he now believes 
that only indigenous people should have a say in natural resource management in this 
area. The differences between sectors could directly affect the implementation of the 
Corazón del CBM initiative.  
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The socio-economic and environmental context of the project’s area is very complex. If 
local communities are to accept the project, it needs to be studied in depth to 
understand the different sectors and interests involved. For now, indigenous groups 
have not fully internalized it—viewing it as a government project—and they therefore 
doubt that they will benefit from it. 
 
Diversity of interests to control natural resources use: With 3.4 million hectares of 
mostly pristine forests, the Corazon del CBM area is rich with natural resources that 
have attracted exploitation, giving rise to significant conflicts. In Bosawas Biosphere 
Reserve, Nicaragua, many interested groups have fought to control the area’s 
resources. Mestizo settlers and indigenous communities tangled over land-use rights. 
Large mining and logging companies, small-scale mestizo miners and loggers, and 
indigenous people competed for control over timber and gold. International conservation 
projects and environmental government agencies—which are interested in the region’s 
resources for carbon sequestration and biodiversity protection (rather than logging, 
mining, or other interests)—generated conflicts with both mestizos and indigenous 
communities (Kaimowitz, 2002). 
 
  Some of these tensions led to armed conflicts in the Bosawas region—three of which 
arose after the fall of the Sandinista regime in 1990.4 These armed movements 
combined broad political agendas with specific demands for their members and 
supporters. In most cases these supporters were ex-combatants of the Sandinista 
regime who, after the war, resented the lack of government support for economic 
revival. The armed groups were particularly interested in obtaining land for agricultural 
activities, extracting timber, and expropriating foreign logging and mining companies. 
One of the movements composed of indigenous groups was intently interested in the 
control of natural resource use and conservation, as they saw their identification with 
the land as grounds to gain more usage rights.  
 
During the period of 1994-1999, the government reached agreements with these 
movements. In most cases, the government extended land, credits, and technical and 
medical assistance, though in some cases it also offered monetary support. Many times 
the government failed to keep its promises, so tensions continue to affect this region. 
These groups are actively demanding that the government fulfill its commitments.  
 
Timber exploitation created conflicts in Río Plátano Biosphere Reserve, Honduras. 
During the 1990s, the AFE-COHDEFOR (the government’s forestry agency) opened up 
timber extraction opportunities to local community organizations—mainly 
cooperatives—to help mitigate the difficult economic situation for local people. Licenses 
allowed the use of fallen wood and timber extraction for sale at local markets. But, as 
Coíndres, et al. (2002) argue, there was no monitoring or vigilance on the cooperatives’ 
actions, and between 1998 and 2000, these local organizations extracted an enormous 
amount of timber. The United States’ demand for mahogany, which is the most 
extracted species in the area, is also putting pressure on the forests. The revenues that 
peasants receive for logging are higher than those for crops and cattle, which is why 
many local people are selling wood and inadvertently threatening the health of this 
protected area.  
 

                                            
4 The armed movements are: The Northern Front 3-80, the Andres Castro United Front (FUAC), and 
Descendants of the Mother Earth (YATAMA) (Kaimowitz, 2002).  
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Acknowledging this problem, AFE-COHDEFOR conducted a technical audit of these 
cooperatives and concluded that not many were using the licenses as they were 
originally conceived.  Different actors have proposed solutions to this problem, such as 
systematically administering logging permits to prevent illegal activity; soliciting 
governmental support for  local aserraderos who add value to the resource and 
therefore reduce the volume of extracted wood; increasing vigilance and inter-
institutional cooperation; and requiring management plans for timber extraction.  
 
The cases above exemplify common conflicts in Central America’s forested areas and 
illustrate one of the most important challenges for conservation projects like Corazon 
del CBM: how to bring together all the actors and interests while achieving consensus 
on managing the area’s resources.  
 
Frontier conceptualization: Some indigenous groups do not conceptualize the 
project’s area as a transboundary area. Their territories overlap the frontiers, so some 
groups see transboundary projects as threatening.  
 
Identification of stakeholders: The project area is very large, and there are a number 
of various indigenous and local groups with which governmental institutions are not 
familiar. There are also different productive sectors and many other stakeholders whom 
the project is just starting to identify. As the CCAD Executive Secretary noted, it is very 
difficult for the government and project coordinators to know who represent the 
indigenous and other local groups in the area, who represents the productive sector, 
which other sectors are not included, and which should be involved.   
 
Even among governments, it is sometimes difficult to know with whom to work, because 
of their respective institutional differences. Nicaragua has one environmental ministry 
(MARENA), which centralizes all environmental policy execution. Honduras, on the 
other hand, has two government environmental organizations: Natural Resources and 
Environment Secretary (SERNA), and the State Forest Administration office (AFE-
COHDEFOR). Several MARENA officials interviewed noted how difficult it was to 
identify their counterpart in the Honduras government. 
 
Selva Maya: A tri-national experience  
 
The socio-economic and environmental context 
 
One of the most remarkable areas for the Mesoamerican Biological Corridor is the 
boundary shared by Mexico, Guatemala, and Belize, because it is one of the most 
important forested areas in Central America. Likewise, its status as a tri-national region 
lends it unique land use opportunities. For this reason, the area composed of El Petén 
in Guatemala, the Calakmul reserve in México, and the Hondo River in Belize is a good 
test of the effectiveness of transboundary corridors and—more importantly—the value 
of transboundary cooperation. 
 
Along the border shared by Mexico, Guatemala, and Belize, three areas—because of 
their central location and vast land—guarantee mobility to a great number of their 
common species: the Usumacinta River basin; the area between the Biosphere Maya 
Reserve (Guatemala), Calakmul (Mexico), and Río Bravo (Belize); and the Mayan 
mountains (Guatemala-Belize). Most of this area is known as Selva Maya and includes 
the lands of the Calakmul Biosphere Reserve in Mexico (8,250 square kilometers) and 
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the Río Bravo Conservation Area in Belize (610 square kilometers) (Jukofsky, 1992; 
Marynowski, 1993). 
 
Undoubtedly, one of the main threats to the area is the region’s socio-economic 
condition. The human development index in the whole region is lower than national 
standards. However, Guatemala faces bigger problems. According to a study by 
Maldonado, Secaira, and Herrera (2005), the towns of Alta Verapaz, Quiche, 
Huehetenango, and El Petén show very low development rates. In the Mexican case, 
Chiapas is the major problem. In fact, in all of Mexico, only Guerrero has higher poverty 
levels than Chiapas. 
 
 

Figure 2.5 Selva Maya Management Area 
 

 
 

 
Poverty and marginality in these regions are closely related to the feasibility of 
conservation, especially when one considers that many of these towns are agricultural. 
The need for land and excessive pressure on natural resources can be prime triggers 
for social conflicts. These factors are more evident, for example, in El Petén, 
Guatemala, where—according to Maldonado, Secaira, and Herrera (2005)—the forest 
coverage decreased in the last decades by 75 percent. The decrease is basically due to 
land settlement and the construction of road infrastructure. In the 1990s, the west area 
in the Biosphere Maya Reserve where two parks are located—the Lacandón Mountain 
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Range Reserve and Laguna del Tigre—witnessed the establishment of major rural 
communities.  
 
The economy of this area is extractive, mixing non-timber production and petroleum 
exploitation. Most recently, three products risen in importance: Xate palm leaves, chicle, 
and allspice (Heinzman & Teining, 1990). Although forest exploitation rights were 
revoked on March 1991, some residents continue illegally cutting mahogany (Swietenia 
macrophylla) for building purposes or to export to Belize and Mexico as a way to earn 
income (Moser et al., 1975). Poor roads in El Petén still delay large-scale cattle 
production, but cattle are raised near Tikal, as well as in the southern and eastern 
areas. Most of the cattle are sent to Belize before being transported to Mexico.  
 
Finally, inside this regional framework, it is important to mention that both Mexico and 
Guatemala have considered a series of hydroelectric power plants along the 
Usumacinta River. All of the above elements illustrate this region’s strong pattern of 
transborder interaction. 
 
Conflict management and cooperation 
 
The Memorandum of Understanding for Cooperation on the subject of Conservation of 
Protected Areas signed by Guatemala, Belize, and Mexico on August 26, 2005, 
undoubtedly constitutes an important effort in securing transboundary environmental 
management of the Mayan forests. 
 
The history of collaboration in connection with the Selva Maya’s common resources 
dates back to 1998, when bilateral cooperation between Guatemala’s National Council 
of Protected Areas (CONAP) and Mexico’s National Commission of Protected Natural 
Areas (CONANP) took place under the concept of “Hermanamiento de áreas” (sister 
protected areas) (Reyes, 2005). The resolutions on the control of trade of natural and 
cultural resources, the joint establishment of surveillance and control programs in the 
place known as “Las Maravillas,” and the execution of coordinated fly-overs were the 
results of this first meeting between the representatives of Mexico’s Biosphere Calakmul 
Reserve and Guatemala’s Biosphere Maya Reserve. 
 
The “sister protected areas” concept permitted the identification of a series of sensitive 
areas, including Laguna del Tigre National Park, Sierra de Lacadón National Park, 
Mirador-Río Azul National Park, Yaxhá-Nakúm-Naranjo National Park, and Dos 
Lagunas Biotope on the Guatemalan side. On the  Mexican side, they include La 
Encrucijada, Yaxchilán, Naha Metzabok, Bonampak, Montes Azules, Lacantún, and the 
Biosphere Calakmul Reserve.  
 
According to Reyes (2005), all of the above was a preamble to August 2005, when 
Belize’s Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment (MNRE), Guatemala’s National 
Council of Protected Areas (CONAP), and Mexico’s Department of Natural Resources 
and Environment (SEMARNAT)—through the National Commission of Protected 
Natural Areas—signed a memorandum of understanding for cooperating on the 
conservation of transboundary protected areas.   
 
Belize, Guatemala, and Mexico are nations rich in natural resources facing similar 
environmental challenges. They admit the need to collaborate internationally to confront 
and solve the main environmental issues. The memorandum of understanding mentions 
that the term cooperation will declaratively (not restrictively) include the protection and 
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conservation of protected areas and biological corridors—guaranteeing the connection 
of these areas. It is easy to see the influence that the MBC has had on the collaborative 
efforts developed in this tri-national region. 
 
Following the directive from the Memorandum of Understanding, the action plan was 
developed. The action plan’s basic elements are:  
a)  Joint responses to common environmental eventualities; 
b)  Comprehensive management of ecosystems; 
c) Information exchange on important matters such as conservation and protection of 
protected areas near borders; and,  
d) Protection and conservation of protected areas and biological corridors, guaranteeing 
the connection of these areas under the proposed cooperation plan.  
 
As stated in the 2006 Tri-National Action Plan between Guatemala, México, and Belize, 
the previous thematic areas were linked to the main issues identified in joint meetings:  

1. Illegal extraction/trade of wild flora and fauna and archeological artifacts;  
2. Fire management; 
3. Consolidation of the management of transboundary natural protected areas;  
4. Improvement of ecological connectivity between protected areas and prioritized 

ecosystems; 
5. Design and adoption of a regional monitoring and assessment system; and  
6. Security and governance in the management and administration of protected 

areas.  
 
Transboundary interactions on the tri-national area of Mexico-Guatemala-Belize 
 
For the purposes of this work, the four main transboundary areas are: Tacaná Volcano; 
the Usumacinta basin; the Biosphere Maya Reserve-Biosphere Calakmul Reserve-Río 
Bravo; and the Mayas-Chiquibul mountain range, bordering Guatemala and Belize. 
According to the memorandum, the main actions are focused on the joint response to 
mutual environmental issues, mainly the illegal extraction and trade of wild flora and 
fauna and archeological artifacts.  
 
A second priority is fire management, with the objective of building strategic alliances 
that would trigger the establishment of a tri-national program and regional network.  
 
The third area of responsibility is the integral management of transboundary 
ecosystems, with the objective of strengthening and/or reactivating important bi- or tri-
national proposals. For instance, there are a number of actions associated with projects 
like Jaguars Without Borders, Macaws Without Borders, the Commission of 
Transboundary Parks, and Transboundary Wetlands.  
 
Finally, the main question for this study is what kind of influence has the MBC project 
had in the development of this memorandum? The conceptualization of this 
transboundary project is linked to the MBC’s philosophy. More specifically, the influence 
of the MBC can be seen in the protection and conservation of protected areas and the 
establishment of biological corridors that guarantee their connection, such as the 
biological corridors in southern Chiapas and Guatemala that are part of the 
Mesoamerican Ecoregional Plan, and the corridors and connectors between the 
southern section of Río Bravo (Belize) and RBM (Guatemala), between Río Bravo and 
Calakmul (Mexico), and between Balal'an k'aax and Calakmul.  
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Final remarks on the side effects of conservation efforts in Selva Maya  
 
It is important to keep in mind that this area has been the subject of an important 
territorial dispute between two of its countries—Guatemala and Belize. One of the most 
important side effects of the conservation efforts in this region has been the creation of 
a peaceful atmosphere between Guatemala and Belize. The fact that delegations of 
both countries negotiated the memorandum implied an explicit recognition of each 
other’s legitimacy.  In addition, the fact that both countries are engaged in common 
actions opens the door for these countries to participate in other collaborative efforts. 
 
There are two other factors that could potentially promote conflicts, but proper 
environmental management of this area by the three countries could help mitigate these 
factors, and—by extension—the conflicts. First, hydroelectric power plants could trigger 
conflict. In the Selva Maya region, a dam is being built on Macal River in Belize, and a 
bi-national (Guatemala-Mexico) dam is being built on the Usumacinta River. Both dams 
could pose a threat to the transboundary ecosystems and the connectivity areas. 
 
A second potentially conflict-promoting factor is hunting, as well as illegal extraction and 
trafficking of timber and non-timber plants (Castro et al., 2005). Some species like 
mahogany and the guacamayo tree (Andira inermis) face serious challenges in the 
short term. 
 

2.3 Factors that affect MBC implementation  
  
Different stakeholders, worldviews, and interests 
 
Different worldviews and stakeholder interests shape a project’s design, 
implementation, and goals. Miller, et al. (2001) identified three main stakeholder groups 
whose interests have shaped the MBC: 
 
Conservationists: This group encompasses mainly international, national, and local 
environmental NGOs but also independent groups, like academics. Conservationists 
are interested in promoting the survival of endangered wildlife species, restoration of 
natural ecosystems, expansion of ecosystem services, and reduction of human threats 
to biodiversity. 
Rural inhabitants, landless migrants, and indigenous groups: This group is 
interested in securing greater access to resource planning and policy; recognition, 
legitimization, and protection of indigenous land rights; culture and traditional 
knowledge; improved water supplies and public health; reduced vulnerability to natural 
disasters; and increased market access.  
Government/private sector: This group is interested in the emergence of domestic 
and international markets for environmental goods; policy incentives for sustainable 
land-use practices; increased regional economic integration; reduced migration to urban 
centers; and fair payment or recognition for environmental goods and services provided. 
Although not mentioned by Miller, et al. (2001), it is important to acknowledge that some 
private sector interests are directed at the use—and sometimes exploitation—of natural 
resources (e.g., logging and mining companies).  
 
The differences in interests among these stakeholders have sometimes been 
incompatible, creating conflicts and affecting project development. For example, when 
the MBC began as Paseo Pantera, it had a very strong protectionist-conservationist 
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view. The project was defined by international and local environmental NGOs, mostly in 
terms of biological outcomes. It proposed conserving biodiversity by linking protected 
areas. Many groups opposed this initial proposal—for them, it represented the threat of 
outsiders coming in and taking control of natural resources on their land. Local 
residents—especially indigenous groups like ACICAFOC—also opposed this project 
because they feared expropriation of their ancestral lands and the expansion of 
protected areas onto their land (which in many cases meant restrictions for natural 
resource use). This conflict triggered a redefinition process for the MBC. Its strategy 
changed to that of an ICDP, incorporating social and economic factors for biodiversity 
conservation. The MBC and environmental ministry officials have been actively 
clarifying that expropriation is not an option or their intention. This paradigm change is 
considered an important step toward enabling the appropriation and involvement of 
different sectors. It also helped solve stakeholder conflicts.   
 
But another conflict emerged. Some people linked the MBC with Plan Puebla Panama, 
which worried many groups (specifically the conservationists and rural communities, 
whose members believe Plan Puebla Panama will open up the region to foreign 
infrastructure investment that could threat important ecosystems). The former MBC 
consolidation project coordinator clarified that because the MBC was never negotiated 
as part of Plan Puebla Panama, there were, in fact, no links. 
 
Ensuring the participation of all interested stakeholders has been problematic, too. 
When the initiative was reframed in 1997, several actors were interested in its 
implementation. Although this was a good sign, after a while it became very 
problematic, because all the groups were fighting for space in the initiative. Many 
emerging projects claimed they were “the MBC” (because anything could be the MBC). 
People began to lose interest, and the MBC concept lost credibility in the region. 
Fortunately, as several interviewees noted, CCAD and donor agencies developed the 
MBC consolidation project, which has been able to organize and articulate all the efforts 
and sectors interested in the MBC. The organizations more formally linked the MBC 
with regional integration. 
 
Although the MBC has been able to overcome significant obstacles and engage 
different sectors, there are still important conflicts with the interests of the private sector, 
rural communities, and conservation organizations that seek to control the use of 
natural resources, as is the case in the Corazon del CBM area.   
 
One of the socio-economic criteria for biological corridors’ viability is “local actors’ 
willingness to participate and support to contribute to adequate use of natural 
resources” (Pasos, 2004).  But several actors have neither been adequately identified 
nor included, such as land owners in connected areas; marginalized groups within 
communities (e.g., women, poor people, and others), and private sector actors who 
could invest in environmentally friendly activities.  
 
Some of these actors are not very visible to the biological corridors’ planners, who 
therefore fail to include them. Some actors’ interests are clearly inconsistent with the 
MBC’s conservation objectives, including transnational and national mining and logging 
companies, as well as agricultural corporations. To effectively implement the MBC, the 
initiative needs to negotiate with these actors and reach a consensus on how to use the 
specific area’s natural resources, while developing land use plans. 
 

 32



Finally, there are conflicts among those engaged in conservation activities. Many 
organizations were expecting more from the MBC consolidation project. Many 
interviewees criticized the MBC for not developing more on-the-ground activities or 
providing more support for local initiatives (they claimed the MBC only focused on the 
regional institutional and political aspects). Nevertheless, the MBC consolidation project 
staff argues that it had specific objectives to strengthen the regional institutions for the 
project’s regional implementation.  In the long term, staff members expect the MBC to 
become a paradigm or philosophical framework for Mesoamerica’s integrated 
conservation actions, rather than a specific project with external funds and short-term 
objectives.  
  
Political and social conflicts in border areas 
 
Using an ecosystem approach to environmental management in Central America is very 
challenging because of the area’s political fragmentation, which is one of the most 
fragmented in the world. This segmentation contrasts with the natural links that unify the 
region, such as: 

• Watersheds including the San Juan, Coco, Lempa, and Motagua rivers; 
• Coastal marine areas, such as the Fonseca and Honduras gulfs; and 
• Forests in shared biosphere reserves and protected areas like Petén, La 

Amistad, Bosawas, and Indio Maíz.  
 
Border areas are very important for conservation because 72 percent (203,582.233 
square kilometers) of forest areas in Central America are in frontier lands, including 40 
percent of Central America’s protected areas (Jimenez, 2001).  
 

Figure 2.6 Transboundary protected areas in Central America 
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But frontier areas have been historically excluded from the countries’ development. In 
general, border areas have pristine natural resources with good conservation status, 
multiple ethnic groups, low density population, high levels of poverty, and limited 
presence and legitimacy of national governments—all characteristics that attract 
interested groups—especially  from the private sector—to use, control, and often exploit 
the natural richness of these areas. Therefore, conflicts often arise between local 
groups and outsiders for the control of the areas’ resources.  In some border areas, 
these qualities have contributed to the rise of civil confrontations and migration. Poverty 
and underdevelopment increase local social instability. Most Central American countries 
perceive borders as insecure areas—where drugs, weapons, poaching, and other illegal 
traffic continually occurs. Therefore, national security measures are intensified in those 
areas.    
 
The potential for conflict in border areas also adds to the complexity of, and difficulty in, 
carrying on daily work. Conflicts have arisen for different reasons, such as territorial 
disputes, border delineations, definition of maritime territories, and access to and control 
of natural resources (especially frontier rivers). These types of conflicts indirectly affect 
the implementation of regional initiatives that attempt to build collaborative processes 
between states.  
 
Given the socio-economic frontier situation in Central America, management of 
transboundary resources faces significant challenges. Conflicts can emerge when 
dealing with interdependence, because costs and benefits have to be distributed among 
states. This distribution opens up new sources of power and opportunities for some 
groups, and vulnerability for others. Activities in one country can create negative 
externalities in the other, if there are no clear shared rules.  
 
During the 1980s and 1990s, several peace-promoting initiatives established different 
alliances and were instrumental in the development of institutional capacities for 
regional natural resource management—like the Trifinio Plan, the SI-A-PAZ initiative, 
the PROGOLFO project in the Fonseca Gulf, and others.  
 
The MBC is following up on these initiatives, working from the regional capacities they 
developed. Still, designing transboundary biological corridor projects is very challenging 
because differences in national policies and diplomatic relations could affect the 
development of cooperation agreements among countries.   
 

2. 4 The MBC as conflict-prevention tool and cooperation mechanism 
 
2.4.1 Promoting regional environmental cooperation 
 
As mentioned earlier, one of the most cited arguments to explain cooperation at the 
regional level is that if participants perceive they have common interests and that the 
benefits (payoffs) of joint actions are greater than those of unilateral action, they are 
likely to cooperate, possibly forming a regime. The MBC exemplifies this argument; it 
has situated itself as an international regime whose actions need to be implemented 
multilaterally, because ecosystems do not respect frontiers. At the policy level, 
multilateral actions have more impact due to the transboundary nature of the resources. 
Inappropriate unilateral environmental management generates negative externalities for 
other users, which is why collaborative management is in the interest of all actors.  
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There is still a long way to go to enable the development of adequate institutions for the 
regional implementation of the MBC. Still, the MBC’s achievements to date (see section 
2.2.1) are facilitating increased cooperation in transboundary areas. Likewise, the MBC 
has helped mitigate existing conflicts, even though the initiative was not designed as a 
conflict prevention mechanism.  
The MBC has facilitated the conditions necessary to bring together several actors 
formerly at odds, such as indigenous and peasant organizations, as well as 
environmental NGOs. Another achievement is the development of policy instruments for 
regional environmental management.  
 
Poverty alleviation and development activities to bring together different social 
actors: The acceptance of the MBC by organizations like ACICAFOC exemplifies how 
actors formerly opposed to the MBC and conservation activities are now actively 
promoting the initiative. In fact, many former opponents are implementing activities 
under the MBC framework. ACICAFOC has is now coordinating an ecosystem 
management project in indigenous lands all over Central America (the PMIE project). 
Other civil society organizations—such as agricultural producers, ecotourism industry 
representatives, women’s groups, blacks, and Amerindians—have been including and 
coordinating efforts with the MBC (CCAD, 2002b). Some include: 

• Frente Solidario de Cafetaleros (coffee growers) 
• Campesino a Campesino (small farmers) 
• Foro de Mujeres para la Integración Centroamericana (women’s organization) 
• Coordinadora Centroamericana de Campo (CCC) (farmers) 
• Organización Negra Centroamericana (ONECA) (blacks) 
• Iniciativa Civil para la Integración Centroamericana (civil society support for 

regional integration) 
• Consejo Indígena de Centroamérica (Regional indigenous Council)  
• Grupo interinstitucional de apoyo a los pueblos indígenas y negros (Amerindians 

and blacks) 
• Consorcio Mesoamericano de Ecoturismo (COME) (ecotourism) 

 
One of the most important ways the MBC was able to bring together actors formerly in 
conflict has been enlisting the private sector, farmers, and indigenous groups in 
sustainable production activities. These activities are important because indigenous and 
peasant communities do not prioritize conservation (in fact, their interests are often 
incompatible with conservation objectives). But their territories contain important 
resources to be protected, so those interested in conservation need to propose ways to 
work together and provide benefits to those bearing the costs of conservation. In this 
sense, the MBC framework promotes several activities: 

• Organic agriculture – promoting the certification of organic products for 
international markets; 

• Payment for environmental services;  
• Ecotourism; 
• Agroforestry; and  
• Reforestation.   

 
An example of this is the Talamanca Initiative5 and the Association of Small-Scale 
Producers of Talamanca (APPTA), who are promoting these types of activities in the 
Talamanca region, located in the border area between Costa Rica and Panama. The 
                                            
5 See more information at: http://www.ccad.ws/noticias/2002/3rtrim/premioverde.htm  
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activities benefit at least 22,000 people, mostly local indigenous groups. Another 
example is the Coffee and Biodiversity Project in El Salvador, which is promoting 
shade-grown coffee production and facilitating local producer certification as an 
environmental friendly activity (Eco-OK certification). The actions of the Toledo Institute 
for Development and Environment (TIDE) in Belize are an example of MBC-linked 
initiatives that are promoting marine protection. They are encouraging ecotourism by 
facilitating training for tour guides and supporting alternatives to destructive net fishing. 
 
The development of payments for environmental services is one of the most important 
strategies envisioned to achieve the MBC’s goals of providing direct benefits to local 
populations to reduce conflicts. But outside the Costa Rican experience,6 payment for 
environmental services programs have been very limited. Carbon markets are not yet 
fully developed, so, for now, payment for carbon sequestration is not yet an option in the 
region. Some are creating local markets by focusing on payment for water protection 
from water users.  
 
These are all examples of how the MBC is coordinating efforts with different poverty 
alleviation and rural development projects and programs at the regional level. Besides 
promoting MBC conservation objectives outside protected areas, they are helping to 
ease conflicts with some actors who have historically been opposed to conservation.   
 
Participatory process for developing policy instruments: The MBC consolidation 
project coordinated the development of political instruments that will guide CCAD and 
national institutions’ efforts to regionally implement the MBC for the long term. As 
mentioned in section 2.2.1, three strategic programs were developed: one for 
connecting ecosystems and reducing fragmentation (PERCON); another to manage 
protected areas (PERTAP); and a third to monitor biodiversity (PROMEBIO). These 
programs were presented to Central America and Mexico’s environmental ministries 
during the 2nd Mesoamerican Congress of Protected Areas, held in Panama in April 
2006. It has yet to be seen how effectively the programs were implemented. Central 
America’s countries still have significant institutional weaknesses in environmental 
management, and the communication channels among countries are still not well 
developed. Nevertheless, the process used to develop to develop these strategic 
programs is interesting; the long consultation involved representatives of each country’s 
environmental ministries, the Central American Civil Society Forum, members of 
indigenous and peasants organizations (CICA y ASOCODE), and others.  
 
 The strategic programs will be applied in all the countries in an effort to reconcile 
regulations and procedures, facilitate international conservation, and strengthen the 
regional environmental management institutions.   
 
2.4.2 Inserting MBC into regional integration 
 
Through the integration process, Central American countries have recognized the 
benefits of multilateral actions and collaborative work in dealing with the most pressing 
regional problems.  The political principles of the MBC identify regional integration as a 
tool to reach the biodiversity conservation goals of Central American nations, because 
                                            
6 Costa Rica developed an institutional and political framework for a government-based payment for 
environmental services system. In short, the system finds funding from different sources, using the clean 
development mechanism of the Kyoto Protocol, and distributes the funding among land owners who 
commit to restore or protect the forest cover of their land. Since the carbon markets have not worked well 
yet, the system is currently using funds from a loan. 
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its principles (established in the Tegucigalpa Protocol) call for a new ecological order to 
promote sustainable development. Integration is conceptualized by regional institutions 
like CCAD as technical cooperation, conflict management, and transboundary 
resources management. Therefore, environmental cooperation in the region has taken 
the form of building alliances to address specific transboundary problems like the 
protection of endangered species and prevention of illegal logging and wildlife 
trafficking. By addressing the problem of ecosystem fragmentation, the MBC has 
evolved as one of the most important environmental efforts contributing to Central 
American integration. 
 
2.4.3 Promoting transboundary area collaboration  
 
Another way the MBC enables transboundary cooperation is by promoting the 
development of transboundary biological corridors. Several interviewees pointed out 
that these types of projects have had more positive than negative effects because they 
promote trust-building and practical cooperation, despite the conflictive contexts of the 
transboundary areas analyzed in this report.   
 
Costa Rica and Nicaragua, and Belize and Guatemala, face political border conflicts like 
those mentioned in section 2.2.3, but these tensions are not preventing local and 
national groups from jointly establishing projects such as the biological corridors. The 
Bi-national Commission of the El Castillo-San Juan-La Selva biological corridor is 
enabling collaborative efforts between civil society and the governments of both 
countries. The signing of the Selva Maya Memorandum of Understanding for 
Cooperation recognized the legitimacy of Guatemala and Belize, setting the foundation 
for a process to manage their shared resources. In the Corazón del CBM area, there 
are no political conflicts between Nicaragua and Honduras, but indigenous populations 
have been in conflict with the national governments because of their perceived 
marginalization in the policy- and decision-making processes. With this biological 
corridor project, the governments are reaching out to many of these marginalized 
groups to find ways to collaborate on the area’s resources management. Therefore, one 
can argue that the environment has been used to build trust and confidence in different 
transboundary conflictive areas of the region. Eventually, it could impact other policy 
issues as well. 
 
Granados (2002) argues that environmental conflicts in transboundary areas are the 
sum of different variables—some directly related to environmental change and others 
not directly related (e.g., government relations, regional and international situations, and 
military capacity) He also identifies several components to environmental conflict 
resolution, including:  

• The existence of bi- or tri-national cooperation agreements; 
• Similar environmental ethics in all countries involved; 
• Complementary legal frameworks of the countries for environmental 

management; 
• Well-established borders; and, 
• Local governments with similar legal authority. 

 
To some degree, the transboundary biological corridor projects analyzed in this report 
(section 2.2.3) have enhanced mitigating factors to the emergence of conflicts, as seen 
in the table below. To maintain the support of stakeholders whose interests conflict with 
conservation, the projects should offer tangible benefits. Therefore, the El Castillo-San 
Juan-La Selva biological corridor promotes payments for environmental services to rural 
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communities. In Selva Maya, the “sister protected areas” initiative is helping to control 
illegal traffic in natural and cultural resources.  
 

Mitigating factors for conflict promoted by transboundary biological corridors 
 
Mitigating factors 
for conflict 

Transboundary biological corridors 

 El Castillo-San Juan-La 
Selva 

Corazón del CBM Selva Maya 

Development of 
cooperation 
agreements 

Implemented through the 
Corridor Bi-national 
Commission, with strategic 
alliances among different 
institutions. Cooperation is 
enhanced by the strong 
commitment of the 
stakeholders involved.  

Ministerial 
agreement; parties 
are creating a bi-
national 
commission. 

Cooperation 
memorandum 

Complementary 
legal–political 
frameworks 

Helped conceptualize the 
MBC at the regional level. 
The project has influenced 
environmental policies in 
both countries. 

The project 
promotes similar 
strategies for 
biodiversity 
conservation and 
protected areas 
management in 
both countries 
(sister protected 
areas initiative). 

The project 
promotes similar 
strategies for 
biodiversity 
conservation in 
both countries, 
using the biosphere 
reserve concept. 

Similar 
environmental 
consciousness 

Environmental education 
campaigns, bi-national 
green macaw festival, 
exchanges, biological 
research. 

No specific actions 
yet. 

No specific actions 
yet. 

 
  

2.5 Challenges to building transboundary cooperation in Central America 
 
The dichotomy between the natural links unifying this region and its high political 
fragmentation presents significant obstacles for the management of transboundary 
resources (e.g., forests in border areas, which encompass 72 percent of the region’s 
forests)–mainly because natural resource management has been the preserve of 
national states. Still, transboundary resource management requires creative forms of 
cooperation and coordination among states (Hurrell, 1993). These forms are not fully 
developed in the region. In fact, frontier areas have not been a priority for Central 
American countries. ALIDES was the first regional agreement that identifies the 
importance of promoting sustainable development in border areas as a means to fight 
poverty and marginalization in the region, as well as promote the conservation of shared 
natural resources and peaceful relations among nations. The existing regional 
institutions do not manage transboundary resources, and the region does not have 
formal mechanisms for transboundary conflict resolution. So it is important to begin a 
process to design the institutions that will allow the management of the region’s natural 
wealth in transboundary areas. The characteristics of border areas present additional 
challenges for the establishment of regional transboundary resource management 
institutions. 
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The obstacles faced by the MBC consolidation project during its implementation, as 
described in section 2.2.1, are similar to those facing other regional collaborative 
processes. Some of these challenges include the asymmetries between countries’ legal 
and political frameworks; diverging economic and social contexts; and changing 
government commitments.  
 
The lessons and experiences of the transboundary biological corridors analyzed in this 
report also exemplify the difficulties in developing regional cooperation schemes. A few 
of the challenges they face are border disputes; conflictive socio-economic contexts 
with a history of resource exploitation; high poverty levels; and divergent stakeholder 
interests. Political conflicts and the absence of the foreign relations ministries in 
environmental planning affect collaborative efforts in transboundary resource 
management. Other challenges include the dependence on external aid to develop 
transboundary programs for sustainable natural resources management; the difficulties 
of developing participatory processes in ethnically diverse areas; and the difficulty 
identifying valid representatives of local groups.  
 

2.6 Concluding remarks on the MBC and regional cooperation 
 
The internationalization of environmental problems and globalization of the world’s 
economy are necessitating the design of new forms of governance to avoid 
environmental and transboundary resource management conflicts among nations. 
Central American countries have agreed to promote regional integration and 
sustainable development to deal with these issues. Progress has been made towards 
new regulatory frameworks since the signing of Tegucigalpa Protocol and the 
development of policy instruments like the PARCA and the MBC. It is expected that the 
implementation of regional policy instruments will combine with national institutions to 
bring about national policy changes that would harmonize local and national 
environmental management. This has been difficult in Central America, in part because 
the political fragmentation of the region affects the regional integration process.  
 
Regional agreements (like ALIDES) identify transboundary areas as the places where 
regional integration can be implemented, and these regions are increasingly recognized 
as interstate cooperation areas. Still, as mentioned before, transborder cooperation 
relies on the establishment of regional institutions that respond to the problems posed 
by the internationalization of environmental situations and the inherent difficulties of 
frontier areas.  The MBC has evolved as an instrument to facilitate the establishment of 
regional institutions for governing transboundary resources, building on the capacities 
created in previous bi- and tri-national cooperation efforts in the region (e.g., Trifinio 
Plan, SI-A-PAZ).  
 
As mentioned at the beginning of this report, regional environmental cooperation 
produces benefits that can be categorized in terms of utility and security. The MBC’s 
implementation has produced specific benefits that have helped build cooperation 
between Mesoamerican countries. One example is the harmonization of national 
environmental legal frameworks. The MBC established itself as a platform for unifying 
conservation goals and methods of both government and non-government initiatives; 
built capacity through training and exchanges; and promoted integrated ecosystem 
approaches that go beyond national boundaries. The establishment of transboundary 
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biological corridors is increasing the region’s capacity to deal with the complexity of 
transboundary resource management.   
 
Important benefits of environmental cooperation include the prevention of transborder 
environmental conflicts. Transboundary biological corridor projects can promote several 
of the mitigating factors for environmental conflict identified by Granados (2002), like the 
promotion of cooperation agreements, similar environmental ethics, and complementary 
legal frameworks. The projects have used cooperation agreements to ease the projects’ 
implementation and to find ways to manage shared resources and respond to common 
environmental problems. The cooperation agreements are helping these initiatives bring 
together actors like local communities; environmental NGOs; and municipalities and 
government agencies. Still, they still need to work on the inclusion of other sectors, like 
mining, logging, agriculture, and other private sector actors.  
 
Similar environmental ethics at the local level are mitigating factors for conflict 
resolution. In this regard, the El Castillo-San Juan project has been active in 
environmental education programs that are helping people of both countries agree on 
environmental protection issues.   
 
The MBC consolidation project’s work on environmental policy instrument 
harmonization and legal frameworks is helping to implement transboundary 
conservation initiatives. One example is its success in controlling illegal logging and the 
trade in endangered species. In turn, these efforts are mitigating factors for 
environmental conflicts.  
 
Several issues could prevent the MBC from developing effective transboundary 
resources management and from dealing with the internationalization of environmental 
problems. First,  political and legal asymmetries among countries and differences in 
governmental commitment to regional efforts have resulted in a differentiated 
implementation of the MBC’s first phase. This affected the MBC consolidation project’s 
goals of building a regional consolidated coordinating unit and harmonizing the actions 
and pacing in all countries. Most national governments were not able to effectively 
address the regional scope of the project and instead focused on the MBC’s national 
implementation.  
 
Second, designing the rules and institutions for better governance requires different 
sectors to reach a consensus on the rules. The MBC has not been able to bring 
together some sectors of society into this initiative, such as the private sector, likely 
because the biological corridor  concept is complex and difficult to communicate. 
Environmental education campaigns are helping in this regard, but it is still a challenge 
to convince some sectors to accept this concept. To attract those less visible sectors, it 
is important to analyze who will be affected by MBC-proposed actions and how, and 
communicate how they will benefit or be compensated.  
 
The MBC intends to promote sustainable economic activities near protected areas 
throughout the region to compensate those bearing the costs of conservation policies 
and to prevent conflicts with actors with divergent interests. The programs of payments 
for environmental services are spreading throughout the region and seem to be one of 
the most important economic tools for the protection of endangered species, 
ecosystems, and water resources. These programs also make conservation appealing 
to private sector actors and private landowners.  
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There are gaps in our knowledge of the effects of MBC actions on marginalized groups 
within local contexts (like indigenous groups), and of differentiated effects on men and 
women. The MBC does not have yet a specific policy of mainstreaming a gender 
perspective in all policies and programs within the implementation framework. Although 
it is the responsibility of each conservation action to incorporate the gender perspective, 
it would be useful for the MBC to promote and facilitate that incorporation.  
 
Third, political conflicts are affecting transboundary cooperation in Central America. 
Specific border disputes among central governments have affected the implementation 
of this initiative, at least at the political level. Fortunately, local cooperation is easier to 
achieve than national cooperation. Local organizations, NGOs, and even governmental 
ministry’s regional offices are now working more closely together. Most of them know 
each other and have developed the relationships that make it easy to collaborate, which 
is not the case at the national level. National policies may conflict among countries, and 
collaboration is difficult at that level. Thus, the MBC could offer an opportunity to 
transform conflict into cooperation. 
 
The MBC attempted to promote mechanisms that ensure national-level cooperation 
channels, working with the countries’ liaison officers and those addressing legal and 
political harmonization. Although some complained that more focus on the local level 
was needed, the national-level efforts are necessary to develop the capacity and 
institutions to work on the regional and national political level.  
 
In summary, there are many challenges and opportunities for the MBC to impact conflict 
resolution and promote regional cooperation, especially in transboundary areas. It can:  

• Design inclusive participatory approaches and effective ways to encourage 
collaboration among those sectors competing for natural resource use and 
control, as well as influential sectors in political conflict development (such as 
foreign relations ministries).  

• Promote an inter-sectoral agro-environmental agenda, whose actions are 
compatible with biodiversity conservation and also constitute a development 
alternative for each country—harmonizing the many divergent interests in the 
region like the green, blue, and coffee agendas.   

• Strengthen CCAD’s role as the regional institution that will actively incorporate 
the environmental agenda in the regional integration process and into the 
national planning processes, especially now that the MBC consolidation project is 
over. 

• Promote studies that identify threats to women and other groups from 
conservation actions, and create differentiated strategies to avoid threats and 
encourage their active participation. 
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ANNEX 1 
 

Glossary 
 
Border, frontier areas: A relatively narrow strip of land (a few square kilometers, 
depending on each context) located around the specific limit that two or more states 
have defined to delineate their territories.    
 
Conflict: The struggle between two or more parties with incompatible interests over 
values or claims to status, power, and scarce resources, in which the aims of the groups 
or individuals involved are to neutralize, injure, or eliminate rivals. 
 
Conflict mitigation: Efforts to contain and reduce the amount of violence used by parties 
in violent conflicts and engage them in a process to settle the dispute and end violence. 
 
Conflict resolution: Actions, policies, procedures, or institutions utilized in vulnerable 
places and times to keep states or groups from threatening or using force or coercion to 
settle disputes. 
 
International cooperation regimes: Group of principles, rules, and procedures for the 
decision- making process where the stakeholders’ interests converge to solve specific 
problems and/or manage a specific geographic area. 
 
Transboundary areas: Natural units (e.g., watersheds, wetlands, savannas) or socio-
economic relations (e.g., the movement of indigenous and local populations to access 
resources or services) that are bordering and geographically transcend two or more 
states. The limits of each transboundary area are defined by its agents and are context-
specific.   
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ANNEX 2 
 

Methodological Aspects 
 
Research design and site 
 
As mentioned in the introduction, the MBC was chosen because of its characteristics as 
transboundary, multilateral initiative. We used the case study approach, which is 
appropriate because it emphasizes what can be learned from a single case rather than 
generalizing beyond the case (Ishida, 1999). It also allows case boundaries to frame the 
analysis, wherein the boundaries are the actors, period of analysis, locations, among 
others. Changing one of the boundaries could deeply influence the outcomes (Yin, 
1998). This case extends from 2000 to 2005, during the implementation of the MBC 
consolidation project. Geographically, this report focuses on Central America’s border 
areas, and the regions’ transboundary protected areas. Two maps developed for this 
report illustrate the spatial dimension of the analysis at the regional level.  
  
Three border areas with transboundary biological corridors were chosen to develop a 
more grounded analysis. The prioritized projects are the El Castillo-San Juan-La Selva 
biological corridor, the Corazón del CBM project, and  the Selva Maya initiative. Two 
additional maps were developed to illustrate these projects’ areas. The projects were 
chosen using the following criteria: 
 
1. Presence of political and/or social conflicts in the project implementation areas;  
2. Existence of previous transboundary cooperation initiatives; and  
3. Relevance of the areas to MBC implementation. 
 
An important part of a case study is the theoretical framework informing analysis of the 
different information sources. Section 1 of this report presents our theoretical framework 
. 
 
Data collection and analysis 
 
This report primarily uses primary and secondary information sources, using semi-
structured interviews with key informants (see Annex 3).  Field work was carried out 
from October 2005 to April 2006.  
 
The interviews were analyzed using the specific topics that address the issues raised in 
the report. The coding process grouped interviewees’ responses into categories 
combining similar ideas, concepts, or themes. Each interview was scanned, and the 
paragraphs with information about the categories were marked. We used Ethnograph 
V5 software to code and identify of all the interviewees’ responses on each topic. 
 
 

 43



ANNEX 3 
 
 

Groups of interviewees for the Mesoamerican Biological Corridor Case Study 
 
The interview process for Section 2 of this report had two parts. For the first, we 
gathered information on MBC implementation, strategy, and challenges at the regional 
and national levels. 
 
Groups of interviewees for Part 1 were: 
 

o CCAD representatives 
o “Consolidation of the MBC Project” representatives 
o Environment ministries or their equivalent in each country 
o Donor agencies 
o UNDP 
o GEF 
o NGOs  
o ACICAFOC 
o IUCN 
o WWF 
o CALAS (Guatemala)  
o Flora y Fauna Internacional 

 
The second part of the interview process gathered information about specific 
transboundary biological corridor projects: 
1. El Castillo – San Juan – La Selva, between Costa Rica and Nicaragua 
2. Corazón del CBM, between Nicaragua and Honduras  
3. Selva Maya initiative between Guatemala and Belize 
 
 
Part 2 interviewee groups were:  
 
- Environmental Ministry Officials from Costa Rica, Nicaragua, Honduras, 
Guatemala and Belize 
- International and national NGOs 
 Nicaragua:  Fundación del Río, FUNDAR 
 Costa Rica: CCT 
 IUCN 

- Local community organizations 
 Costa Rica:  Asociación de Mujeres de Quebrada Grande 
 Nicaragua: Asociación de iniciativas y hermanamiento AMICA 

Asociación de Mujeres Indígenas de la Costa Atlántica, YATAMA, 
- Local Governments 
 Nicaragua: Municipio de El Castillo, San Carlos, Puerto Cabezas 
 Costa Rica: Municipalidad de San Carlos 
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