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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
There is growing consensus that the Mesoamerican Reef (MAR) can be conserved and managed more effectively 
through collaboration. However, given the diverse nature of institutional agendas, approaches and functions, 
developing meaningful collaborative initiatives and minimizing duplication of efforts remains a major challenge. This 
report explores ways to promote more effective collaboration and cooperation through an assessment of conservation 
investments being made on the MAR.  
 
Due to time constraints, this first phase of this effort to build synergies in the MAR region concentrated on 
implementing and donor agencies with a region-wide scope. National and local organizations will be engaged through 
the Tulum +8 consultation meetings in September 2005, and beyond. The analysis relied on various forms of 
institutional data and documents, as well as interviews with representatives from 12 institutions. Given its limited 
scope to date, this should be considered a living document to be completed and updated periodically with input 
from all interested stakeholders. 
 
The interviewees recognized the following key threats: overfishing of marine resources, uncontrolled mass tourism, 
coastal and watershed development (inclusive of habitat degradation and water pollution caused by land-uses such 
as aquaculture and agriculture), and the impacts of climate change. Of these, overfishing of marine resources has 
been the focus of a majority of regional conservation investments. Strengthening of marine protected areas through 
capacity building is currently the intervention with the greatest investment.  
 
Geographically, efforts appear to be spread throughout the region across priority sites: Gladden Spit and Silk Cayes 
(Belize), and Cayos Cochinos (Honduras) have the most institutional supporters, although the sites with the greatest 
financial support could not be determined using the data provided. Some priority areas that are strong considerations 
for future investment are: Northeastern Yucatan (Mexico), and Turneffe Islands (Belize), Lighthouse Reef Atoll and 
Sapodilla Cayes Marine Reserve. Other important sites due to high threat levels are Isla Cozumel (Mexico), Belize City 
Complex (Belize), Punta Manabique (Guatemala), and Rio Platano (Honduras). Both sets of marine protected areas 
currently receive minimal or no financial support from the region-wide players. 
 
The most salient gaps in conservation on the MAR are: (i) lack of concerted strategies to address coastal and 
watershed development, as well as rapidly expanding mass tourism; and (ii) lack of robust and standardized impact 
measures to assess conservation success over the long-term. 
 
Based on the analysis, four types of collaboration are presented:  
 

1. The “Quick Win” which focuses investments further on current priority threats and strategies to reach a 
greater level of efficiency and sustained success. 

2. The “Red Alert” that re-allocates investment resources towards priority threats that are not being addressed 
at a significant level. 

3. The Niche-based Collaboration that brings together collectively the talents, resources and expertise of various 
institutions to achieve conservation impacts in a more focused, targeted and efficient manner.  

4. The Site-based Learning builds upon existing strengths in marine protected area capacity building and 
assigns learning themes among institutions for development on behalf of the region. 

 
Several mechanisms for improved collaboration are suggested including joint planning, establishment of a MAR 
regional coordinator role that would convene collaborative venues, collaboration-based funding and fundraising, and 
inter-institutional cooperative agreements. 
 
These preliminary results and recommendations will be distributed among all MAR stakeholders for consideration and 
discussion. Finer scale analysis of conservation investments at the national and local levels will be conducted in the 
near future.  
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INTRODUCTION 
The Mesoamerican Reef (MAR) System is a globally significant and highly productive ecological system which makes it 
a target for both resource use and conservation. The Tulum Declaration of 1997, signed by the heads of state of 
Mexico, Belize, Guatemala and Honduras spawned a considerable campaign to manage the region in a sustainable 
manner consistent with the sound economic well-being of communities that rely on the MAR for their livelihoods as 
well as the ecological integrity necessary to maintain biological productivity in the long-term. However, while 
conservation and management efforts by international, national and local organizations alike have increased 
significantly, a more concerted effort is needed to ensure that actions being taken on the ground contribute directly to 
a common vision for the MAR supported by mutual and/or complementary goals, objectives and strategies.  
 
This study, therefore, was designed to determine the extent to which key conservation organizations share common 
agendas for the MAR, as well as explore specific avenues through which conservation and management can be made 
more efficient and effective through proactive collaboration. This study does not evaluate the status of project 
investments on the MAR nor is it meant to disclose the details of all project efforts.  
 
This preliminary assessment was carried out by developing a conservation investment map for the Mesoamerican 
Reef Region that identifies the various efforts being implemented on the MAR as well as thematic and spatial areas 
that are currently not being addressed. As such, the overall objectives or this study are: 
 

• Develop a conservation investment map and matrix that identifies key conservation players, 
their levels of investment, main strategies, expected impacts on the basis of the most important 
threats and stressors on the MAR system. 

• Identify areas of overlap and potential collaboration on the MAR. 

• Identify thematic and spatial areas that are not being addressed on the MAR. 

• Develop options for increased collaboration among various players on the MAR. 
 

METHODOLOGY 
For the purpose of this effort, only implementing and donor agencies with current or historical plans for a regional 
focus on the MAR were engaged at this time. National and local organizations will be engaged through a refinement of 
this study in the future, as determined by the outcome of the Tulum +8 consultation meetings in September 2005.  
 
Institutions surveyed in this first phase are (in alphabetical order):  

• Conservation International (CI) 

• Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) 

• Global Environment Facility (GEF) (project documentation only) 

• International Coral Reef Alliance Network’s Mesoamerican Coral Reef Alliance (MCRA) (project 
documentation only) 

• MAR Fund (limited engagement only in initial stages of operation – no active grantmaking yet) 

• Marviva (limited engagement only on historical involvement in Honduras and potential broader-scale work 
on the MAR) 

• Mesoamerican Barrier Reef System (MBRS) Project, a project of the Central American Commission on 
Environment and Development (CCAD) 

• The Nature Conservancy’s (TNC) Meso-American Reef Program 

• Oak Foundation 

• The Summit Foundation 

• Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS) Glover’s Reef and Regional Oceanic Species Program 

• The World Bank (information from Project Leader) 

• World Wildlife Fund Central America (WWF) and WWF’s MAR Program in Belize (NOTE: WWF’s MAR 
Program is a coordinated effort between WWF-Central America and WWF-Mexico). 
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An existing MAR conservation investment matrix previously compiled by the MBRS Project was reviewed and updated 
using available secondary information verified through in-person and telephone interviews with official institutional 
representatives using a standardized questionnaire (Appendix I).  
 
Options for how regional conservation and management goals can be reached more efficiently and effectively through 
collaboration were developed. The resulting options are based on the analysis of the current conservation 
investments on the MAR (described in Appendix II) as well as input from institutional representatives interviewed1 for 
this study. The analysis in Appendix II represents the consolidated feedback from the interviewees – and is not 
necessarily the consultant’s opinions alone. 
 
Spatial analysis of conservation efforts of the various organizations and the occurrence of known threats was 
conducted to identify specific areas of large and potentially overlapping investment as well as areas of high threat 
currently not being addressed (Appendix III).  
 
Data and GIS expertise was provided by Ms. Shalini Cawich, Program Assistant for WWF’s MAR Program in Belize and 
Bruno Bonansea, Cartography Department, The World Bank.  
 
THE CONSERVATION INVESTMENT MATRIX 
A basic understanding of which institutions are doing what conservation actions and in which areas on the MAR is the 
foundation for understanding how to collaborate. An assessment of the current status and results of these efforts is 
beyond the scope of this study.  
 
The MAR conservation investment matrix represented in a series of tables below (Tables 1 to 6) uses known critical 
threats to the region as the starting point for creating a blueprint of the conservation efforts being conducted on the 
MAR. Focal strategies to address these threats implemented by the participating institutions are articulated in 
summary.  
 
While most strategies/interventions mentioned are common to all institutions, those unique to specific implementers 
are noted. Implementing/executing agencies and funding sources are not listed separately. Outcomes and impacts 
listed are those that are anticipated by the project and not necessarily what has already been achieved. The 
indicators used to determine success are those articulated in monitoring plans of the various players interviewed in 
this first phase. Timeframes, funding and human resources being invested by each institution to implement 
conservation strategies are summarized in Table 7. This table illustrates the level of effort being invested in 
addressing key threats in the region. Specific conclusions drawn from a holistic analysis of this information is in 
Appendix II.  
 
Because this assessment targets regional level analyses, it does not disclose or discuss the work of specific 
institutions in detail except where such information is relevant to the overall goal. 
 

                                          
 
 
1 All institutions were interviewed with the exception of The World Bank, the Global Environment Facility and the Mesoamerican 
Coral Reef Alliance. 
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MESOAMERICAN REEF CONSERVATION INVESTMENT MATRIX  
Phase One: Region-Wide Stakeholders Only 

 
TABLE 1.   Overfishing & Illegal Extraction of Marine Resources  
 

THREAT/STRESSOR 

 

STRATEGIES/ACTIONS REGIONAL 
STAKEHOLDERS 

ANTICIPATED 
OUTCOMES/IMPACTS 

IMPACT MEASURES COMMENTS 

 

OVERFISHING 

Extraction of marine 
fisheries resources 
beyond the capacity 
of the biological 
system to maintain 
natural and 
economically 
productive levels. In 
the region this has 
resulted in the 
severe depletion of 
resource populations 
and localized 
extinctions in some 
cases. 

Promotion of Sustainable Fisheries 
Management: Maintain or restore 
viability of targets species 
populations such as Nassau grouper, 
conch, lobster, rainbow parrotfish 
and sharks 
1. MPA management and 

strengthening – see detailed 
description in Table 2 

2. Harmonized closed season for 
queen conch, lobster and marine 
turtles 

3. Limited commercial use of 
marine turtles 

4. Regulation of fishing gear – 
gillnets 

5. Alternative livelihoods 
development and provision – 
specifically to alleviate pressure 
on SPAGs 

6. Fisher co-management capacity 
building and community-based 
ecological monitoring 

Research and Monitoring  

1. Spawning aggregation site-based 
research 

2. Impact of MPAs on Nassau 
grouper, sharks and rays 

3. Nassau grouper restoration 
project 

ICRAN-MCRA 

MBRS Project/ 
CCAD 

Oak Foundation 

Summit 
Foundation 

TNC 

WCS 

World Bank/ 
GEF 

WWF 

 

1. Development, 
implementation and 
acceptance of best 
practices for fisheries all 
along the supply chain. 

2. Well developed capacity for 
ecological and socio-
economic monitoring. 

3. Reduced fishing pressure 
through alternative 
livelihoods provision. 

4. Effective conservation and 
management or priority 
SPAGs in the region. 

5. Decreased incidence of 
overfishing of target 
species. 

 
 

• SPAGs species 
abundance; 
breeding 
population 
structure; 
behavior 

• Target species 
abundance 

• Number of 
fishers 
successfully 
transitioned into 
alternative 
livelihood 

• Improved 
economic status 
of fishers through 
alternative 
livelihoods 

 
 

1. Majority of investments are to 
address overfishing. 

2. Spawning aggregations are a 
primary focus of addressing 
overfishing issues. 

3. Strong potential for 
collaboration in lobbying for 
regulatory frameworks, 
developing best practices for 
fisheries and MPA-based 
efforts. 

Gaps 

1. Direct threat-abatement 
through volume limitations, 
size catch limitations and 
enforcement of these laws.  

2. Monitoring of regional policy 
harmonization strategies. 

3. MPA infractions related to 
illegal fishing to determine 
success of threat abatement/ 
enforcement strategies. 

4. Improved impact measures for 
alternative livelihoods.  

5. Interpreting indicator data in 
conjunction with one another. 
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TABLE 2.    Habitat Degradation  

THREAT/STRESSOR 

 

STRATEGIES/ACTIONS REGIONAL 
STAKEHOLDERS 

ANTICIPATED 
OUTCOMES/IMPACTS 

IMPACT MEASURES COMMENTS 

 

HABITAT 
DEGRADATION 

Decreasing quality 
of the marine 
environment and 
consequent 
impediment of 
ecosystems to 
perform natural 
functions. 

Improve the management and financial 
viability of the system of protected 
areas on the MAR. 

MPA Management Strategies 

1. Technical support, training and 
lending of expertise for MPA 
planning, management, 
enforcement, restoration, research 
and monitoring. 

2. Provision of financial support. 

3. Organizational capacity building 
through training and lending of 
expertise to increase Institutional 
strength of land-use and MPA 
managers (increase management 
effectiveness). 

4. Supporting the MAR MPA Network - 
managing sites complementarily in 
relation to one another. 

Coastal Development Strategies 

1. Enforcement of coastal 
development guidelines. (WWF) 

Research and Monitoring 

1. Environmental monitoring – water 
quality 

2. Ecological monitoring – MBRS 
Synoptic Monitoring Protocol 

 

IDB/GEF 

MBRS Project/ 
CCAD 

Oak Foundation 

TNC 

Summit 
Foundation 

WCS 

World Bank/ 
GEF 

WWF 

 

1. Representative sample of 
major habitats concern are 
protected within MPAs. 

2. Priority/pilot MPAs have 
demonstrated improvement in 
effective management. 

3. Per WWF financial 
sustainability analysis, all 
priority and secondary MPA 
core costs are met. 

4. Increased community 
participation in MPA 
management. 

 

 

• Reef Health 
Indicators: coral 
cover, recruitment, 
regrowth, bleaching, 
reef trophic structure, 
mangrove extent, 
water quality 

• Whaleshark 
abundance/ 
occurrences 

• Participation of fishers 
and other community 
members in MPA 
surveillance/socio-
econ work 

• Monitoring of MPA 
infractions 

 

1. MPA management is the strategy 
most invested in by regional 
institutions. 

2. There is a strong focus by 
investors in organizational capacity 
building and management training. 

3. Most sites of interest are spatially 
explicit, however there is strong 
presence by at least 3 regional 
investors in Gladden Spit and Silk 
Cayes Marine Reserve and Cayos 
Cochinos. 

4. It will be critical to find out how the 
PA site manager is managing the 
support of these varied investors. 

5. MPA management is a key area of 
collaboration specifically in the 
implementation of activities, 
provision of financial support, 
provision of tools and application 
of technical support. 

Gaps 

1. Clear and consistent organizational 
performance impact measures 
being monitored to determine if 
capacity building strategies are 
successful at improving 
organizational performance. 

2. Direct threat-based impact 
measures being monitored to 
determine the level of threat 
reduction produced by abatement 
strategies not well developed. 

3. More comprehensive habitat-based 
measures beyond coral reef such 
as mangroves, seagrass beds, 
cayes etc.  



BUILD ING SYNERGIES  I N  THE  MESO AMERICAN REEF  
 

 

8 

 
TABLE 3.   Mass Tourism  
 

THREAT/STRESSOR 

 

STRATEGIES/ACTIONS REGIONAL 
STAKEHOLDERS 

ANTICIPATED 
OUTCOMES/IMPACTS 

IMPACT MEASURES COMMENTS 

 

MASS TOURISM 

Large-scale 
tourism activities 
that involve any 
use of coastal 
marine areas for 
short or long 
durations of time. 

Facilitation of Sustainable Coastal 
and Marine Tourism 
1. Development and 

harmonization of regulations 
for tourism industry including 
diving, snorkeling and use of 
specific equipment, limitations 
on tourist numbers, anchoring 
restrictions etc. 

2. Enforcement of existing coastal 
development guidelines. 

3. Adoption, implementation and 
promotion of best practices for 
sustainable marine tourism by 
private sector. 

4. Critical mass of hotel chains 
and cruise lines adopt and 
implement environmentally 
sensitive policies and practices. 

5. Integration of environmental 
management in National 
tourism plans. 

 

CI 

IDB/GEF 

ICRAN/CORAL 

MBRS Project/ 
CCAD 

Summit 
Foundation 

World Bank/ GEF 

 
 

1. Policy-level support built into 
local and national 
governments for private 
sector sustainable tourism 
initiatives. 

2. Regional sustainable 
tourism code-of-conduct 
agreed to, supported, and 
implemented by the marine 
recreation sector.  

3. Increased adoption of 
environmentally sound 
business practices at all 
levels of the marine 
recreation industry. 

4. Increased collaboration 
among park management 
and private sector in 
maintaining the long-term 
security of selected MPAs. 

5. Increased conservation 
awareness along the marine 
recreation supply chain of 
the potential impacts of 
tourism on the MAR  

• Reduced visitor 
impacts to the 
coral reef 
ecosystem 

• Increased capacity 
for integrated 
land-use, marine 
and tourism 
management.  

 

1. Tourism is being addressed 
preliminarily on a very small 
scale. 

2. Cruise ship tourism is currently 
not being addressed 
commensurate with the scale 
of occurrence and impacts. 

3. Tourism is a multi-scale issue 
that will require a significant 
amount of collaborative effort 
in order to cover all the levels 
from supply to demand-side. 

Gaps 

1. Better understanding of 
tourism industry in the region. 

2. Need strategies for tourism 
impacts such as development, 
distribution of benefits and 
migration. 

3. Explore conservation 
opportunities within tourism. 

4. Coordination and collaboration 
between site-based and 
regional strategies. 

5. Well-definedsuccess 
measures. 
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TABLE 4.   Water Pollution 
 

THREAT/STRESSOR 

 

STRATEGIES/ACTIONS REGIONAL 
STAKEHOLDERS 

ANTICIPATED 
OUTCOMES/IMPACTS 

IMPACT MEASURES COMMENTS 

 

WATER POLLUTION 

Decrease in marine 
water quality as a 
direct result of land-
use practices as they 
relate to coastal & 
watershed 
development  
(including mass 
tourism. See Table 
3). 

Reduce land use impacts through 
improved land-use development 
and management. 
1. Integration of environmental 

and biodiversity 
considerations in land-use 
development. 

2. Increased capacity for 
maritime pollution control and 
prevention and environmental 
management. 

3. Development and 
implementation of best 
practices in the agriculture 
and aquaculture industries. 

4. Land-use change analysis and 
modeling to assess impacts of 
sedimentation and erosion 
and influence national land-
use policies. 

 
Research and Monitoring 
1. Marine water quality 

monitoring in transboundary 
areas. 

 

IDB/GEF 

ICRAN - MCRA 

MBRS Project/ 
CCAD 

Summit 
Foundation 

WWF 

 

Improved Land-Use 
Management  
1. Best practices in agriculture 

and aquaculture adopted by 
producers. 

2. Increased capacity in 
development and 
conservation regulatory 
functions and planning. 

3. Reversed coastal water 
degradation through 
improved maritime and 
marine transport practices.  

4. Use of spatial data and 
analytical results for 
improving watershed 
management. 

5. Decrease in discharge in 
coastal waters from land-
based sources. 

6. Reduction in the use of 
common pollutants used in 
the agricultural industry. 

7. Reduction in soil erosion 
from targeted agricultural 
sectors. 

• Established best 
practices that are 
under 
implementation 

• Volume of fungicides, 
pesticides, 
herbicides and other 
pollutants of concern 

• Measure of soil 
erosion from 
targeted plantations 

• Water quality 

1. These strategies are in the 
beginning stages of 
implementation. 

2. Requires securing of 
expertise in agriculture, 
aquaculture and watershed 
management. 

Gaps 

1. Strategies do not address 
point source of pollution 
from industry or municipal 
discharge and impacts of 
severe watershed 
degradation. 

2. Regional strategy is needed. 

3. Analogous impact 
measures in the marine 
environment to determine if 
improved watershed 
management is translating 
into improvements in the 
overall health of the MAR 
ecosystem. 
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TABLE 5.  Climate Change  
 

THREAT/STRESSOR 

 

STRATEGIES/ACTIONS REGIONAL 
STAKEHOLDERS 

ANTICIPATED 
OUTCOMES/IMPACTS 

IMPACT 
MEASURES 

COMMENTS 

 

CLIMATE CHANGE 

Impacts of global 
change in climate 
believed cause 
rising water 
temperatures that 
induce the mass 
bleaching of coral 
as well as alter 
normal climatic 
regimes such as 
storm and 
hurricane events. 

1. Evaluating bleaching and algal 
growth patterns to assess reef 
recovery 

2. Evaluating coral reef 
vulnerability to climate change 
and developing adaptation 
strategies 

3. Regional reef resilience and 
connectivity assessment 

Research and Monitoring 

1. Coral reef health monitoring 
MBRS Project’s  Synoptic 
Monitoring Protocol, Reef 
Check 

TNC 

World Bank/ GEF 
Coral Reef 
Targeted 
Research Project 

WCS 

WWF 

MBRS 
Project/CCAD 

 

1. Bleaching extent and coral 
regrowth 

2. Identification of bleaching 
resistant areas 

3. MPA regional network 
managed for resilience 

• Bleached 
coral cover 

• Coral 
recovery 

• Coral 
mortality 

1. No or little strategies in place 
because climate impacts 
cannot be controlled. 

Gaps 

1. Investment in zoning strategies 
that protect bleaching resistant 
areas. 

2. Regional level analysis of 
bleaching events and resistant 
areas. 
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TABLE 6.   Limiting Factors  

THREAT/STRESSOR 

 

STRATEGIES/ACTIONS WHO IS 
IMPLEMENTING? 

ANTICIPATED 
OUTCOMES/IMPACTS 

IMPACT 
MEASURES 

COMMENTS 

 

LIMITING FACTORS 

‘Limiting factors’ 
are a wide array of 
conditions that 
interfere with or 
impede 
conservation.  
 
Limiting factors 
include, but are not 
restricted to,  
lack of policies,  
lack of 
enforcement,  
weak 
communications, 
limited public 
awareness & 
political will 
lack of private 
sector buy-in and 
participation, lack 
of financial 
sustainability, 
gender inequity, 
lack of economic 
valuation data for 
key natural 
resources, limited 
institutional 
capacity, lack of 
training 
opportunities, 
incomplete 
scientific 
knowledge, etc.) 

 

Information Sharing  
1. Development and use of a web-

based regional environmental 
information system. 

2. Establishment of an MBRS Synoptic 
Monitoring Program 

3. Use of a regional SPAGs database 

Public Awareness and Environmental 
Education  
1. Development of an environmental 

awareness campaign 

2. Formal & informal education 
methods for MPAs, ecosystems and 
fisheries laws. 

3. Development of a regional Learning 
Center as a venue for sharing 
information, training and technical 
support. 

4. Scholarship Program for formal 
education (WWF) 

Regional Policy Support 
1. Provision of information, data and 

analyses to support & inform 
regional & national policies and 
regulations. 

2. Create an endowment fund to 
support long-term conservation. 

3. Establish nationally-based 
environmental law groups to 
address critical abuses on the MAR. 

MBRS Project/ 
CCAD 

TNC 

Summit 
Foundation 

World Bank/ 
GEF WCS 

WWF 

 

1. Increased collaboration and 
exchange of information 
among supporters and 
implementers on the MAR. 

2. Increased awareness on 
conservation and 
sustainability of marine 
resources among key 
constituencies on the MAR. 

3. Establishment of the MAR 
Fund designed to provide 
long-term/sustainable 
financing for MAR 
conservation efforts.  

4. Harmonized regional policies 
that address economic and 
conservation needs. 

5. Bachelor, Masters and 
Doctorate professionals 
trained in conservation-
related fields. 

 

? 1. Knowledge sharing and raising 
awareness regarding conservation 
and its benefits is recognized as a 
key factor that enables conservation 
success. 

2. REIS and harmonized monitoring 
systems are potentially strong 
reporting tools for state of the MAR 
to be used to policymaking.  

3. Many organizations exert effort 
creating a strong enabling 
environment for conservation. 

4. Awareness and education strategies 
are viewed as implicit to 
conservation. 

Gaps 

1. Very limited success measures for 
knowledge sharing strategies and 
their impact. 

2. It is difficult to attribute changes in 
behavior (positive or negative) to the 
effort placed in education and 
awareness strategies. 

3. Strategies for addressing limiting 
factors tend to be generalized and, 
therefore, need better definition. 
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TABLE 7.  Conservation Effort by Institution & Estimated Investments  
 

INSTITUTION FOCAL STRATEGIES 
IN KEYED NOMENCLATURE 

TIMEFRAME WHERE INVESTMENT CONTACT PERSON 

Conservation 
International 

Sustainable tourism 10 years Site to be determined 
throughout Mexico, Belize and 
Honduras 

-- Seleni Matus 

Inter-American 
Development 
Bank/GEF 

Sustainable tourism 

Land-Use Management and Practices 

Organizational Capacity Building and 
development 

Improved Capacity for Maritime and Marine 
Transport Practices 

 

Bay Islands: 5 yrs. 

IDB = 2003-2007 

GEF = 2004 -2008 

 

Port Honduras: 5 
yrs. 

IDB/GEF = 2005-
2009 

Bay Islands (Honduras) 

Port Honduras  

 

Bay Islands IDB = $12.0M 

Bay Islands GEF = $2.5M 

Port Honduras IDB/GEF = 
$4.8M 

 

Michele Lemay 

Mesoamerican 
Barrier Reef 
Systems Project/ 
CCAD/World 
Bank/ GEF 

Regional policy change 

MPA strengthening 

Sustainable fisheries 

Sustainable tourism 

Regional information exchange 

Environmental awareness & education 

15 years total in 
three 5 year 
phases 

 

Santuario del Manati 
Banco Chinchorro Biosphere 
Reserve 
Arrecifes de Xcalak Reserve 

Bacalar Chico Marine Reserve 
and National Park 

Corozal Bay Wildlife Sanctuary 
South Water Caye Marine 
Reserve 
Glover’s Reef Marine Reserve 

Gladden Spit Marine Reserve 

Sapodilla Cayes Marine 
Reserve 

Port Honduras 
Sarstoon Temash National 
Park 
Rio Sarstun Proposed 
National Park 

Phase I Project: $15M 
($11M GEF and $4M from 
four countries) 

Phase II $20M plus $5 to 
$6 M in-kind 

Noel Jacobs 
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Punta de Manabique 
Protection Area 

Omoa Baracoa Proposed 
Marine Reserve 

Cayos Cochinos 
Turtle Harbor Wildlife Refuge 
and Marine Reserve 
Chocon Machacas 

Oak Foundation MPA strengthening Long term Via Grantees 

Gladden Spit Marine Reserve 

Port Honduras Marine 
Reserve 

Satim and Yaxche 

NA Imani Morrison 

The Summit 
Foundation 

SPAGs protection 

Land-use management & practices 
(agricultural effluents) 

Sustainable tourism 

Financial sustainability mechanisms 

Environmental law 

MPA strengthening 

HMREI “(Healthy Reefs for Healthy People” 
Initiative) 

Long term Via Grantees 

Sian Ka’an Marine Reserve 

Gladden Spit Marine Reserve 

Cayos Cochinos 

 

2003 – Present 
Investments 
MPA Strengthening = 
$20,000 
SPAGs Protection = 
$1,043,828 
Improve agricultural and 
aquacultural practices = 
$410,130 

Sustainable Tourism = 
$338,332 

Financial Sustainability = 
$146,742 

Environmental Law = 
$238,800 

HMREI = $156,759 
TOTAL = $2,480,228 

Carlos Saavedra 

The Nature 
Conservancy – 
MAR Program 

MPA Networks; focus on SPAGs identification 
& protection; capacity building (“learning 
centers”); alternative livelihoods 

Research on connectivity & resilience 

Management effectiveness and policy 
support (esp. around platform sites) 

Long term 
presence 

(> 10 year 
timeframe) 

Regional approach; working 
with and through at least 12 
local organizations in the MAR 
region. Focus on “platform” 
sites: Sian Ka’an Marine 
Reserve; Gladden Spit Marine 
Reserve; Cayos Cochinos. 

Estimated annual budget  
$1.6-$1.8M (but does not 
reflect actual investment) 

Néstor Windevoxhel 
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Wildlife 
Conservation 
Society 

MPA strengthening 

Sustainable fisheries 

Regional policy change 

Climate change research 

Environmental awareness & education 

Long term 
presence ( 3 year 
program planning) 

Belize Program 
Glover’s Reef Marine Reserve 

Regional Program 
Lighthouse Reef Atoll 

Gladden Spit Marine Reserve 

Glover’s Reef 3 Year 
Budget = $1M 

Belize Program 
Janet Gibson 

Regional Program 
Rachel Graham 

World Wildlife 
Fund- Central 
America 

Land-use management & practices 

Sustainable fisheries 

MPA strengthening 

Capacity building through scholarships 

Long term 
presence (5 Year 

strategic plan: 
2005-2009) 

Priority Sites 
Turneffe Reef (2 SPAG sites) 

Gladden Spit Marine Reserve 
Cayos Cochinos 

Banco Chinchorro Marine 
Reserve 

Secondary Sites 
Arrecifes de Xcalak Reserve 

Holchan Marine Reserve 
South Water Caye Marine 
Reserve 
Punta Manabique 

Cuero y Salado 
Bay Islands (future) 

Average Annual Budget 

Improve Land-Use 
Practices = $492,200.00 

Sustainable Fisheries = 
$634,400.00 

MPA Strengthening = 
$851,000.00 

Freshwater (PES) = 
$150,000 

Scholarships = $50,000 

TOTAL = $1.5 million 
annually (secured)  

Central America 
Program & MAR 

Ecoregional Program 
Sylvia Marin 

MAR Belize Program 
Melanie McField 
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GAP ANALYSIS 
This section highlights thematic areas in which conservation is better achieved through greater investment. 
Appearance of thematic areas in this section does not imply that efforts are not currently underway. Rather it 
highlights the need for increased investments in these areas. These gaps were identified on the basis of what the 
overarching vision is for the Mesoamerican Reef Region which is to maintain the ecological integrity of the MAR while 
meeting the needs of resource users in a sustainable fashion.  
 
Threats that Require Greater Investment 

1. Coastal and Watershed Development – This is a critical threat area that is regional in scope but is currently being 
addressed largely at a localized scale and within specific polluting industries namely agriculture and aquaculture. 
Other aspects of land-based development have yet to be addressed such as point source pollution from urban 
runoff, industrial effluent, domestic discharge and direct land conversion, particularly along the coast. Lack of 
expertise within marine programs may be partially responsible for this gap. This can be mitigated, however, 
through the engagement of complementary programs or partnerships that possess the appropriate expertise.  

2. Tourism Impacts – The gaps in addressing tourism are twofold: scale and impacts. First, as with land-based 
issues, tourism has different sectors and stakeholders and cuts across international, national and local scales 
offering numerous points of intervention. Strategies across different stakeholders have yet to be designed in 
order to comprehensively address the various facets and scales of tourism. Second, tourism activities and their 
impacts on biodiversity are the major focus of current strategies. However, the impacts of tourism on economics, 
social values and migration are also key considerations an anticipating future challenges. Economic opportunities 
provided by tourism, increased consumerism, coastal migration brought on by tourism opportunities are all 
impacts that ultimately influence the future of the MAR. The development of the Maya Riviera over the last 
decade may provide critical insight into anticipating and addressing these issues. 

3. Population Growth – Increasing demand for marine resources stems from expanding populations. Regardless of 
whether the growth is permanent through migration and direct birth or temporary through tourism visitation, it is 
associated with a necessary increase in provision of natural resources. While it may not be within the scope of a 
marine program to address this issue directly, it is a critical aspect of resource use and conservation that cannot 
be ignored and that can be targeted through partnerships with institutions that specifically focus on population 
issues.  

4. International Resource Markets – While much attention is being given to local marine resource production efforts, 
it is the market in which these commodities end up that is the ultimate driver of the economics of marine 
resource trade. These ultimate drivers are critical points of conservation intervention that have not been 
thoroughly explored. Included in this area would be issues of illegal fishing resulting from severe resource 
depletion and local resource extinctions in some parts of the MAR that have spurred fishing activities across 
political boundaries. National or regional trade agreements such as the Central America Free Trade Agreement or 
those through the Caribbean Community (Caricom) are also critical to explore as their implementation will likely 
have impacts on resource exports in the region. 

 
5. Climate Change – Although current monitoring of global climate change impacts on the MAR are ongoing, 

management strategies to mitigate impacts need to be more proactively pursued. Moreover, on-the-ground 
interventions can also be complemented by policy level interventions through lobbying within the Conference of 
the Parties (COP) and supporting the Kyoto Protocol. 

 
Conservation Strategies 

1. Integration of Social and Economic Dynamics – Understanding the linkages and interdependencies between 
biodiversity, social dynamics and economic drivers is a critical aspect of sustainability and conservation that 
urgently needs to be addressed. Conservation interventions are often designed from a biological perspective with 
a view to biological sustainability. To achieve success over the long-term, however, strategies must also address 
human needs in terms of economic sustainability. To do so, increased efforts must be invested in becoming more 
knowledgeable on how the use of marine resources or biodiversity is impacted by different social and economic 
drivers and, conversely, how conservation interventions can impact the social and economic well-being of marine 
resource users.  
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2. Integration with Human Development Frameworks - The mainstreaming of conservation into global policies such 
as the Convention on Biodiversity and the Millennium Development Goals has become a powerful tool for 
conservation. These frameworks provide the opportunity for conservation to occur within the realm of human 
development and vice-versa. They also make more concrete the role of conservation in the long-term 
sustainability of communities. Collaboration with human development-focused agencies could prove to be a 
formidable alliance in achieving both biological sustainability and human development goals. 

3. MPA Strengthening Evaluation – Given the amount of time, effort and funding invested in MPA strengthening by 
all of the institutions engaged on the MAR, a clear understanding of why these have not yielded intended impacts 
to date is critical to setting investment priorities for the future. A causal evaluation and investigation into which 
specific capacity building areas may have not been effective will help render more targeted and results-oriented 
MPA strengthening strategies that can better achieve conservation goals. Alternatively, an institutional capacity 
planning assessment could be implemented together with the MPA managers themselves to produce more 
appropriate partner-driven capacity building strategies. 

4. Ecosystem or Habitat-based Interventions – Greater conservation emphasis is needed on ecosystems and 
habitats that are critical to supporting life on the reef system such as estuaries, mangroves, seagrass beds, 
coastal lagoons and even wetlands. Many of these systems may fall outside of marine protected areas and so 
other means of management need to be explored. 

5. Policy Implementation – Policymaking and regulatory frameworks are critical to conservation and the MAR region 
has a strong history of cooperation among the four countries through CCAD and the MBRS Project. However, 
challenges remain for full implementation, including: first, a lack of understanding as to what changes are 
necessary within the existing framework to implement these policies. How do government and other partners 
involved in implementation need to change their activities, structure or functions in order to achieve the impacts 
the regulations were designed to achieve? Second, resources for implementation and enforcement of the new 
policies are limited. What are the associated costs of having to make the necessary changes? These questions 
can be answered through a policy implementation analysis as each country will likely have to implement 
differently and which can also account for congruence between the harmonization of local, national and regional 
level policies. Ensuring convergence of policies at all levels is critical to the success of these regulatory 
frameworks. 

6. The Economic Costs of Conservation – Conservation actions, particularly those that restrict resource use, often 
have economic ramifications for those who rely on those resources for their livelihoods. Sustainable use must be 
viable for both biodiversity and resource users. In this regard, the cost of conservation interventions needs to be 
determined and where possible, the economic loss represented internalized through a compromise in the 
strategy design or other activities that provide economic benefit. 

7. Assessment of Tools and Methods – There are numerous tools, methods and protocols for improved conservation 
developed by various institutions being filtered to the MPA managers for testing and implementation causing 
confusion or duplication of effort. An evaluation of these tools based on what they are for and what they are 
designed to achieve would be useful to help MPA managers make decisions on which ones are best suited for 
their needs. Complementarity among them can also be highlighted to avoid duplication of implementation that 
often is costly. Distribution of tools and methods can be coordinated or centralized to maximize testing, training 
and implementation activities. 
 

Conservation Impact Measures 

1. Social and Economic Measures – Integrated indicators for social well-being and economic sustainability as a 
function of biodiversity health and viability are important to measure over time. The indicators used should 
establish the linkages between these different factors and provide a holistic view of conservation impacts in 
relation to community development goals. 

2. Capacity Building Measures – Impact indicators for technical and organizational strengthening of capacity are 
lacking in the region and it is undermining accountability at the implementation level. Parameters that describe 
how well the organization is structured to fulfill its conservation role, how it functions and conducts conservation 
on the ground is critical to sustainability and effectiveness. 

3. Ecosystem Health Measures – In order to determine overall ecosystem heath it is necessary to measure 
indicators that relate to one another and together give an indication of the condition of the entire ecosystem. In 
this regard, coral reef health data could be complemented by data gathered on supporting ecosystems such as 
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mangroves and seagrass beds. This type of holistic monitoring is supported by the MBRS Project’s Synoptic 
Monitoring Program and management effectiveness modules. As a complement to these data gathering 
processes, the Healthy Mesoamerican Reef Ecosystem Initiative (HMREI) is producing a holistic set of indicators 
and data analysis tools with which to process and interpret the data. 

4. Policy Impact Measures – Policies are a key supporting and enabling mechanism for conservation to take place 
on the ground. As such, it is critical to determine whether policies are working or not through complementary 
indicators that include the impacts of policy interventions. This is true particularly for policies relating to 
harvesting restrictions, catch and volume size limitations and other such interventions designed to achieve 
resource sustainability thresholds. 

5. Threat and Production-Based Measures – Threat reduction is a critical component of demonstrating effective 
management of marine resources. As such, quantification of threat occurrences such as the number and type of 
regulation infractions, number of arrests and prosecutions made over time as well as production data including 
volume of harvest per species, size classification of harvest per species, value of harvest versus cost of 
production, total value of marine resource exports etc. are critical to establishing correlations between what is 
economically viable and biologically viable given the resource sustainability goal across the region. 

6. Education and Information Sharing Measures - Information exchange through workshops, trainings, symposia and 
other venues was identified as a key strategy to share and leverage across the region. However, seldom is follow-
up conducted to track how these venues have changed practices among trainees. Similarly, working specifically 
with local stakeholders on the ground is another means mentioned to retain experience and information at the 
local level in order for conservation to continue in the long-term. However, the attribution of changes in practices 
and behavior to these strategies is very difficult to make due to the many other factors that contribute to human 
behaviors. In this regard, post-training or -workshop evaluations may be conducted for some activities (not all) to 
assess how well the knowledge gained from the activity is being used by trainees. Well-designed attitudinal and 
behavioral surveys are tools that can be used to determine social changes produced by education and 
engagement strategies.  

7. Data Analysis and Interpretation – While there are many monitoring protocols that demonstrate how to collect 
various types of data, there is less information on how to analyze the data and more importantly, how to interpret 
data so that it can be used as adaptive management decisionmaking. There is a large amount of data that has 
been collected by different players on the MAR, some of it already centralized through MBRS’ Regional 
Environmental Information System or other national level systems. If the MAR is being conserved at a truly 
ecoregional level then this data needs to be analyzed and interpreted at the local and regional scale in order to 
measure the aggregated impacts of conservation over time. The Healthy Mesoamerican Ecosystem Coral Reef 
Initiative is designed to help provide guidance on data analysis and interpretation.  

Coverage of Priority Areas 

WWF’s document, Ecoregional Conservation Planning for the Mesoamerican Caribbean Reef (2002), was used to 
identify potential areas for conservation focus. This is not to say, however, that the areas specified below are not 
appropriately managed or do not need additional support, but only that they are currently not supported by any 
regional institution. Threat ranking used in this section are based on a recent regional assessment conducted by the 
World Resources Institute (Appendix III). As explained in earlier sections, due to time constraints analysis of 
conservation efforts at the national and local level was beyond the scope of this study.  
 
Biodiversity Priorities: The following areas harbor unique biodiversity and ecosystems that have made them regional 
priorities and unique opportunities for conservation:  
 

• Northeast Yucatan (Mexico) 

• Lighthouse Reef Atoll (Belize) 

• Turneffe Reefs (Belize) 

• Sapodilla Cayes Marine Reserve (Belize) 
 
With the exception of the Sapodilla Cayes that are under high threat, the other areas are faced with medium threat 
which potentially offers a good opportunity for mitigation interventions.  
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Highly Threatened Areas: The following areas are currently under high threat although they may offer more secondary 
opportunities for conservation in terms of biodiversity: 
 

• Isla Cozumel (Mexico) 

• Belize City Complex (Belize) 

• Punta Manabique (Guatemala) 

• Rio Platano (Honduras) 

RATIONALE FOR COLLABORATION 
While there appears to be a shared value among key players and there is a willingness to work together in a more 
structured fashion, strategic collaboration has yet to come to fruition in the region. With threats expanding rapidly, the 
reasons for working together are evident. Strategic collaboration among institutions can increase efficiency in 
delivering conservation systems, amalgamate resources to optimize opportunities while maximizing results and 
generate greater conservation impact across the region. 
 
Collaboration is defined here as “a regionally beneficial and well-defined relationship entered into by two or more 
parties for the purpose of achieving common goals that are more efficiently and effectively reached together than 
individually”. A collaborative partnership usually includes such aspects as joint planning, joint implementation of 
activities and mutual leveraging of resources to produce improved impacts. The principles of collaboration include a 
shared understanding of the situation, mutual trust, open communication, transparency, accountability towards the 
partnership and respect for differing points of view.  
 

CHALLENGES TO ACHIEVING GREATER COLLABORATION 
Interviewees identified four main issues that need to be resolved for effective collaboration to occur. First and 
foremost is to define among parties what the collaborative effort would entail. Second, working together functionally 
requires a commitment of time, resources and effort to dialogue, share information, gain agreement, define roles and 
responsibilities, draft formal documentation, if necessary, and coordinate activities systematically. Third, it may not 
always be easy to collaborate given the wide variations in the way each institution functions – some may require 
legally bound agreements while others require only verbal commitments. Fourth, a successful collaborative effort is 
built through a process of cultivating relationships with others that is highly subject to inter-personal skills and often 
resides in the ability of individuals to work together constructively. This relationship-building process is a long-term 
investment of time and effort. Given these challenges, however, there is recognition of the benefits of collaborating 
that institutions are willing to explore through various mechanisms. 
 
SOME OPTIONS FOR COLLABORATION  
Discovery of a Shared Focus  

Successful collaboration is structured and purpose-driven. It is, therefore, critical to clearly define the locus around 
which the effort is developed. Described below are several approaches to a collaborative effort:  
 
1. “Quick Win” Collaboration – This collaborative effort would be based on building upon current focal areas and 

successes and investing more intensively in order to reach an improved level of success. This would entail 
increasing resources to address overfishing and site-based habitat degradation through improved MPA 
strengthening strategies. It is not to say that other strategies besides MPA strengthening will not be invested in, 
rather, it is merely agreed upon that MPA capacity building will serve as the locus of the collaborative efforts in 
order to achieve higher scales of efficiency in this area but also have greater impact through joint efforts. This 
type of collaboration would necessitate a joint assessment of institutional investments per site, a needs 
evaluation to understand MPA manager needs, coordinated development of strategic interventions that address 
MPA needs appropriately and working together to identify specific areas in which these can be implemented more 
efficiently. For example, various MPA trainings, workshops and learning exchanges that are common among 
regional supporters can be coordinated and executed jointly. 
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Advantages: 

• Continuity with existing efforts. 
• Existing foundation from current experience and successes. 
• Follows a natural progression to reach a higher level of impact within current efforts and investments. 
• Experience in current efforts allows for some level of investment in other priority threats and strategies. 

Limitations: 

• Divided effort to address other threats.  
• Focus on marine protected areas limits regional impact to aggregated site-based work. 

 
2. “Red Alert” Collaboration – Converse to the “quick win”, this type of collaboration would focus on threats and 

areas that are currently being addressed minimally or not being addressed at all by placing a greater amount of 
investment in these areas to achieve some level of success. This would involve targeting coastal and watershed 
development and multi-scale tourism issues. Necessary steps to be undertaken are similar to those of the “quick 
win” collaboration, except there is less definition and congruence on the goals and approaches.  

Therefore, more effort will have to be put into understanding these threats better and gaining consensus on 
common goals for the region. Functionally, it will also be critical to work within current efforts such as those of 
WWF and CI, identify each institution’s role and responsibilities within the approach and agreeing on securing 
resources jointly. 

Advantages: 

• Greater investment to abate threats that have not been focused on previously. 
• Concerted effort will lead to greater understanding of threats and appropriate strategies in a shorter amount 

of time. 
• Interventions at this point in time can be preventive as opposed to restorative. 

Limitations: 

• Successes and impacts in current investments may remain in status quo and not achieve full conservation 
results, or may take much longer to achieve. 

• Less knowledge about issues and engagement of new stakeholders (land-based) will take time to cultivate.  
 

3. Niche-based Collaboration – This type of collaboration builds upon the individual strengths of each organization 
and the niche that they are best suited to fulfill in order to meet common goals in the region. Working on this 
basis allows each institution to focus on what it does best and in doing so, provides a greater opportunity to 
achieve a higher level of effectiveness and efficiency.   

Niche-based collaboration requires agreement on highly focused interventions and a clearly defined distribution 
of responsibilities based on institutional strengths. It may also necessitate an actual concession of tasks to 
another institution that is more qualified to fulfill the role. This is a form of co-specialization collaboration in which 
regional support institutions function as an alliance of service providers that deliver expertise, resources and 
support to the ground based on their area of strength. This mechanism will streamline and make more 
systematized the delivery of conservation services, tools and products to those who need them in the field and 
potentially alleviate some of the confusion over which protocols to use. Niche-based collaboration necessitates a 
great amount of both trust and accountability among institutions in order for it to be functional and has great 
potential for efficiency and impact. However, given the highly intimate nature of this type of collaboration, it also 
has the potential to be resource intensive.  
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Advantages: 

• Lends itself well to individual strengths of various institutions. 
• Has the potential to minimize competition among organizations. 
• Efforts have the potential to be more streamlined and systematic. 

Limitations: 

• Requires multiple consensus agreements on niche, who is best suited to fulfill which role, what concessions 
need to be made etc.  

• Requires a considerable amount of time and effort for all players to get organized. 
• Can increase competition among organizations with overlapping niches.  

 
4. Site-based Learning Collaboration – This type of collaboration is aimed at a demonstration model-based 

approach to achieving conservation in the region. Building on the current site-based efforts to which many 
institutions are committed to in the long-term, this approach seeks to optimize this work by establishing specific 
responsibilities in thematic areas of learning at the pilot or demonstration sites on behalf of the region.  

 
By assigning specific areas of learning based on the institutions’ primary goals and strategies at the site, 
duplication of efforts at other sites can be minimized, a broader range of learning experiences can be shared and 
leveraged throughout the region and “pitfalls” or unsuccessful approaches can be avoided by other 
implementers thereby achieving conservation more efficiently. This type of collaboration requires consensus on 
priority learning areas and an assessment of which institutions have the most advanced experiences in each 
area on which to draw a successful model that can be learned from or replicated at other sites.  

 
Advantages: 

• Builds on current strengths and impacts. 
• Clearly defined organizational responsibilities towards the region. 
• Greater responsibility assigned to organizations could increase accountability and performance impacts. 
• Has the potential to minimize duplication of effort in specific areas. 
• Has the potential to optimize replication of successful models of conservation. 

Limitations: 

• Focus on sites may limit regional level impacts. 
• Defining a “successful” model may be a challenging and time consuming task. 
• Requires multiple consensus agreements on strategies, model development and defining success. 

 
Examples of Mechanisms for Improved Collaboration 

The following are options for how collaboration can occur among the vast number of institutional implementers and 
stakeholders in the MAR. Although these options are discussed individually, some may be best implemented in 
conjunction with one another. 
 
1. Joint Action Planning – Among the correspondents, this mechanism was cited the most. Joint action planning 

refers to the proactive setting of mutual goals, defining strategies and approaches and in some cases even joint 
implementation of activities. The main purpose of joint planning is to gain consensus on a common vision for the 
MAR that serves as the basis of all actions and to closely coordinate the work involved. This mechanism provides 
a venue through which sharing of institutional strategic plans and work plans as well as coordination of 
implementation on the ground can occur. Joint action planning would entail perhaps one to two annual regional 
meetings to share information, build consensus around issues, set mutual priorities and coordinate activities. It 
can also be used to design and agree upon common approaches, make strategic decisions and assign roles and 
responsibilities if a more in-depth type of collaboration is chosen.  

2. Regional Collaboration Coordinator – This mechanism involves having a dedicated person or institution directly 
responsible for fostering relationships among key institutions and convening venues through which collaboration 
can occur based on strategic commonalities. The responsibilities of the Coordinator may include the following: 
collecting and distributing information that is useful and relevant to other institutions working on the MAR, 
identifying specific areas of potential collaboration among institutions, creating linkages between the various 
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regional strategies as well as convening venues for sharing information and other collaboration-building activities 
such as joint planning. Having a dedicated Coordinator in place whose specific responsibility it is to work on 
regional collaboration ensures that the efforts are focused on, targeted, structured, maximized and yield positive 
results. For this function to be successful, the role and authority of the Coordinator as the appointed entity for 
coordinating and cultivating regional collaborative efforts must be clearly established.  

3. Collaboration vs. Competition-based Funding and Fundraising – Institutional competition in fundraising is a well 
established regime in conservation made unavoidable by reliance on donors and grants. Collaborative efforts 
among these same institutions can be fostered through a paradigm shift among the donor community that 
focuses on supporting collaborative efforts that achieve a greater scale of impact together than if achieved 
individually. This shift also necessitates a change in valuation of projects so that their merit is based also on the 
achievement of larger-scale impacts through common goals rather than on uniqueness. This entails several levels 
of change among donors and grantees alike. Among donors, some adjustments may be increased 
communication and coordination among the donor community to ensure complementarity in the goals and 
strategies being supported, convening venues through which grantees can collaborate on joint actions, and being 
more proactive in fostering relationships between grantee institutions. Among the grantees, it would be necessary 
to design a collaborative strategy on which proposals are based, draft proposals and work plans jointly as well as 
formulate a united front with which to approach the funding agencies.  

4. Cooperative Agreements – These agreements are typically formal understandings that articulate the specific 
goals which the joint parties are aiming to achieve through the agreement, the specific activities to be carried out 
by each party and the outcomes and impacts desired. They are often geared towards discrete outcomes or built 
around specific activities to be carried out within a set timeframe. Only in few instances are these Agreements 
designed to address larger issues over a longer period of time. In addition, multi-institutional agreements that 
speak to specific contributions towards regional goals and objectives and that are designed according to well-
defined institutional responsibilities have yet to be developed. In order to be functional, cooperative agreements 
must be legally backed and have both liability and accountability mechanisms. Rendering the agreements as a 
binding contract will ensure that each of the parties will fulfill the commitment to the agreement. 

 

CONCLUSION 
Opportunities for collaboration to effectively conserve the Mesoamerican Reef abound in the region. There are 
enough commonalities in goals and approaches to launch a collective effort but there are also substantive 
differences in expertise and roles for each institution to carve out specific thematic and/or geographic niches. Some 
key elements to consider in forming a collaborative partnership are the existing efforts in place, the gaps that have yet 
to be addressed, the capacity of each institution to fulfill its role, availability of resources and a structured framework 
for the agreement. Collaborative efforts can be achieved in different ways depending on the goal and nature of the 
partnership. The amount of time, effort and commitment required for a regional collaborative effort should not be 
underestimated.  
 
As next steps, this preliminary report will be distributed among MAR stakeholders at all levels for discussion and 
validation. It is hoped that this information will encourage concrete steps to be taken towards proactive collaboration 
and toward the completion of this effort into a living document that involves the national and local conservation 
players, including governments, NGOs and grassroots organizations. Such a complementary assessment will yield a 
more holistic view of the MAR regional efforts to make the best possible decisions on collaboration.  
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APPENDIX I 

Interview Participants and Questionnaire 
 
Survey Contributors (International & Regional Organizations and Agencies Only) 

Janet Gibson – Wildlife Conservation Society (Belize) 

Maria-José Gonzalez – Mesoamerican Reef Fund 

Rachel Graham – Wildlife Conservation Society (MAR Region) 

Noel Jacobs – Meso-American Barrier Reef System (MBRS) Project/CCAD 

Marea Hatziolos (written comments – was not interviewed) 

Michele Lemay – Inter-American Development Bank 

Sylvia Marín – World Wildlife Fund Central America 

Seleni Matus – Conservation International 

Melanie McField – World Wildlife Fund Central America (Belize MAR Program) 

Imani Morrison – Oak Foundation 

Michael Rothschild – Marviva 

Carlos Saavedra – The Summit Foundation 

Néstor Windevoxhel – The Nature Conservancy’s Meso-American Reef Program 

 
Questionnaire (This is the base format. Questions were modified and adapted as needed depending on the target 
audience) 
 
Threat Abatement 

1. What major threats are being addressed by your project/program? Or what conservation need is your 
project/program designed to fulfill? 

2. What threat is currently being addressed effectively on the MAR? 

3. What threat is the most neglected? 
 
Strategies and Implementation 

4. What are the main strategies of your project/program? Verify information from documentation. 

5. Are your program/project objectives and strategies derived from institutional priorities or as part of an 
umbrella agreement for the region? (i.e. MBRS, ICRAN, CCAD) If the latter, which regional effort do they 
contribute to?  

6. What is your institutional niche/strength in terms of conservation strategies on the MAR? (i.e. added value, 
what do they do well) 

 
Geographic Focus 

7. Does you project/program have a specific geographic focus? If so, where? 
8. Are current strategies being implemented in specific areas on the MAR? (i.e., pilot or demonstration sites?) If 

so, which areas and why (general basis for choice)? 
9. How are you ensuring that lessons learned from the pilot/demonstration sites are leveraged regionally? (if 

regional impact is a specific project/program goal) 
10. Does the program/project have plans to work in other areas on the MAR? If so, where and why? 
11. For each strategy that is implemented, what are the impacts you expect? 
12. How are these impacts measured? And by whom? 
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Level of Effort (time and funding) 

13. What is the time investment for each strategy? Over which years? 

14. If a limited timeframe: How are you ensuring the continuity of the strategy implementation over the longer 
term? 

15. What is the total budget per strategy?  

16. What is the annual budget? 

17. Which strategies are at least 50% to fully funded and which strategies are less than 50% funded? (This is to 
find out in real terms if there is a funding discrepancy between different strategies; i.e., are SPAGs more 
fundable than MPA management capacity building?).  For donor organizations, the question may be phrased 
in terms of which strategies are receiving the greatest conservation investment.  

 
Collaboration 

18. Are you currently implementing a collaborative project/program (shared objectives and strategies) with 
another regional institution? If so, which one(s)? 

19. What do you think is the most efficient and effective mechanism through which conservation of the MAR 
region is made more collaborative and not just cooperative? (i.e. having shared goals and objectives that 
each is contributing to as opposed to mere coordination of activities) 

20. In which strategies/ thematic areas of conservation do you think regional institutions would make a bigger 
difference by collaborating?  

 
Lessons Learned 

21. What are the top three achievements of your project/program? 

22. Over the course of your project/program to date, what are three things that you would have done differently 
to achieve your goals and objectives better? (this is a more thought provoking way of asking about lessons 
learned) 

23. If you had an extra $500K this year to invest in only one strategy to conserve the MAR that will address one 
major threat, what would you invest it in? and why? (this is to get a sense of what they see as a priority for 
which reason while it is a large amount of money, it is qualified by being able to use it for only one thing) 
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APPENDIX II 
Assessment Analysis 

 
Results and Discussion 

The following results are derived from analysis of secondary information, answers from interviews and spatial 
information regarding the geographic focus of the various institutions and the occurrence of critical threats.  
 
Threat Prioritization  

There is consensus among the correspondents that the most critical threats to the Mesoamerican Reef ecosystem 
are overfishing of marine resources, uncontrolled mass tourism, coastal and watershed development (inclusive of 
habitat degradation and water pollution caused by land-uses such as aquaculture and agriculture), and global climate 
change. In varying degrees, these threats are the focus of investments on the MAR by all regional organizations. 
  
Of the most critical threats, overfishing is one being addressed through some level of effort by 100% of regional 
institutions on the MAR particularly within the marine protected area context (Table 1). With the exception of two 
institutions that are more heavily focused on land-use and watershed development, fisheries interventions comprise 
the majority of efforts for the remaining MAR players. Fish spawning aggregations are specifically targeted by 
protection efforts as well as valuable commercial species such as lobster and conch. Emerging species of concern 
being newly addressed are the Nassau grouper that have been heavily harvested throughout the Caribbean and the 
MAR, the Goliath grouper that is a little known species appearing in local markets, as well as the rainbow parrot fish.  
 
From this analysis, it appears that strategies to promote sustainable fisheries in the region have been the most 
invested in. Table 7 summarizes the monetary contribution of each institution to conservation of the MAR. While 
specific allocations to threats or strategies cannot be made, it has been disclosed qualitatively that the majority of 
these funds have been dedicated to the three primary strategies being implemented to reduce fishing pressure on the 
MAR: supporting marine protected areas, improving resource regulations and development of alternative livelihoods 
for fishers. These strategies are typically implemented directly or with local partners working within designated marine 
protected areas that have been targeted as pilot sites in which successful interventions can be tested and 
demonstrated. As such, sustainable fisheries strategies are currently being implemented across a geographically 
disburse and expansive part of the MAR through these MPAs. While some of these site-based impacts may be 
demonstrable, at the regional level, it is not known whether these localized results are currently aggregating into a 
positive impact on the overall health of the reef ecosystem. In this regard, these strategies, while being implemented 
broadly, may have a limited scope of impact. 
 
Following unsustainable fisheries, habitat degradation also occurring within the MPA context comprises the next level 
of investment (Table 2). Here strategies are focused on addressing proximal causes of degradation that occur within 
or around the protected area and not necessarily on larger scale ultimate causes of coastal or watershed 
development. Similar to overfishing interventions, strengthening of MPAs comprises the major conservation 
investment also taking place within the same marine protected areas and, therefore, having limited impacts. 
 
Large scale habitat degradation and water pollution caused by coastal and watershed development and tourism are 
currently the least addressed threats to the MAR (Table 3 and 4). In terms of organizational effort there are less 
players involved in both arenas, the interventions are currently at local levels and are not necessarily commensurate 
with the scale of the growing issues and existing efforts encompass only a limited portion of the MAR at this time. 
However, there are clear indications that this will change rapidly in the near future with an increasing number of 
players becoming more aware and engaged in these issues. 
 
Climate change, although a matter taken very seriously, is not being proactively addressed simply for lack of 
strategies to alter the region’s climatic regime (Table 5). There is some level of monitoring being undertaken to 
document the occurrence and impacts of bleaching events and potential for future consideration in classification of 
zones within MPAs to offer additional protection to bleaching resistant areas. However this has not yet been 
implemented. 
 
These results, based on project information, are consistent with information derived from the interviews where there 
is general consensus that working on marine issues within the marine protected are system mostly on strengthening 
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capacity was acknowledged as a key area in which much investment has been committed. This may be a reflection of 
perceived institutional niche in the region. In examining institutional roles on the MAR, implementing agencies in the 
form of international NGOs cite their respective site-based science approaches as the specific niche they fulfill. It is, 
therefore, to be expected that most of conservation has occurred in this arena. MBRS, however, is a unique entity 
fulfilling a regional broker role as it works in the policy arena in the four countries and focuses efforts on 
transboundary marine protected areas of importance to multi-national stakeholders. Meanwhile, funding supporters 
in the form of lending agencies and direct donors describe their niche in terms of their willingness to support 
innovation and new ideas as well as foster accountability for achieving results which may well be a critical aspect of 
collaborative efforts in the future. 
 
There was consensus that coastal and watershed development and tourism were the most neglected threats in the 
MAR. However, they are considered critical for the integrity of the barrier reef system. All interviewees acknowledged 
that while there are some ongoing efforts in these areas, they are in their early stages of development or are too 
localized to achieve impacts commensurate with the threat level. This may be due to the fact that coastal 
development and watershed management issues, in particular, require specialized expertise that marine programs 
may not have ready access to and are, therefore, ill-equipped to take on these large-scale, land-based challenges. In 
this regard, WWF Central America has addressed this need by engaging a team of agriculture and aquaculture experts 
to develop and implement their watershed management strategy and is expanding its niche in this arena. Mass 
tourism, in the meantime, is an equal challenge as the most rapidly growing industry in the region with the added 
complication of traversing multiple scales of impact and, therefore, requiring multi-scale interventions.  
 
Of specific concern is the expanding cruise ship industry with which the region has little experience but with potential 
to learn from those in the greater Caribbean. At this time, what little investment is made in tourism strategies are 
designed to address direct tourism impacts at the MPA level. However, in recent months, building on its niche and 
history of relations with the cruise ship industry, Conservation International through its Center for Environmental 
Leadership in Business’ (CELB) Mesoamerican Reef Tourism Initiative is implementing a multi-pronged approach to 
address the various issues within the tourism sector.  
 
Responding to Threats: Strategies and Expected Outcomes 

As a function of addressing unsustainable fisheries, habitat degradation and tourism within the marine protected 
area framework, strengthening of MPA managers is a common strategy among all regional institutions. The underlying 
assumption being that there is a need for increased management capacity at the protected area level.  
 
Majority of efforts have been placed in building the technical and organizational capacity of MPA managers to better 
enable the appropriate management of marine resources. Working within the MPA framework offers an existing 
structure within which to implement strategies and provides a venue through which multiple threats can be 
addressed.  
 
However, given the localized impacts confined to the MPA level, the overall viability of the MAR as a functional 
ecosystem may not be positively impacted. Additionally, attributions between increased MPA management capacity 
and positive impacts on biodiversity are difficult to ascertain due to a lack of organizational capacity and 
effectiveness indicators against which to cross-reference biological indicators. The fact that MPA strengthening has 
been a large focus of investment but that to date has not rendered sustainable fisheries on the MAR warrants closer 
examination in order to determine future priorities.  
 
Sustainable fisheries strategies include local and/or national policymaking and regional harmonization for marine 
resources of common concern. The policy approaches vary for different institutions. MBRS, being closely associated 
with the government of each of the four countries through the Comisión Centroamericana de Ambiente y Desarrollo 
(Central American Commission for Environment and Development, or CCAD) is more directly involved in policymaking 
across the region while the international NGO community act in a more supporting role through provision of policy 
recommendations and scientific information and hosting of venues for open dialogue. The extent to which these 
policy efforts are coordinated and are mutually reinforcing at various scales is not readily evident. Moreover, lack of 
analysis on the resources and modifications necessary to carry out and enforce these regulations may lead to inaction 
if implementation support is also lacking.  
 
The third major strategy for unsustainable fisheries is community-based alternative livelihoods development. This has 
been a key strategy for many players on the MAR to directly reduce fishing effort through engagement in non-
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extractive activities. In Belize, this strategy has been focused on fishers that are impacted by the closure of spawning 
aggregations that generate income for fishing communities. To date, a vast majority of livelihood training has not 
been systematic and has been targeted towards opportunities in the tourism sector. The success of this intended 
transition has not been determined due to weak or absent monitoring parameters. In addition, it is also not known if 
fishers who have engaged in tourism have done so in lieu of fishing or in addition to fishing.  
 
As previously mentioned, tourism strategies are largely specific to marine protected areas and multi-scale efforts are 
only beginning at this time. Coastal and watershed development strategies are focused on the agriculture and 
aquaculture industries and are in their inception stages. Point source water pollution is being addressed through a 
watershed program in Honduras as well as a marine restoration program for Port Honduras both funded by the Inter-
American Development Bank. Other watershed level strategies in Mexico and Guatemala are currently in 
development. 
 
With regard to achievement of results, of specific interest is that 100% of correspondents also said that despite past 
and current efforts, unsustainable fisheries remains a threat that has not been effectively abated on the 
Mesoamerican Reef which implies a continued shortfall of investment. Only one correspondent mentioned an area 
that has been effective, which is the achievement of regional policy regulations for fisheries that are now in existence 
albeit still in need of implementation. Additionally, it was pointed out that although reef-based fisheries are being 
targeted at this time, additional attention must be placed on open ocean or high seas commercial fishing from which 
other issues are likely to arise in the future.  
 
Limiting Factors 

Limiting factors refer to specific conditionalities that impede conservation actions. They often take the form of lack of 
resources, lack of capacity, weakness in enforcement, lack of political will etc. that hinder the creation of an enabling 
environment under which conservation objectives can be met.  
 
Only a few institutions active in the MAR are currently addressing the limiting factors (Table 6). The main factors being 
addressed include limited information sharing and dissemination, lack of sustainable long-term financing for 
conservation efforts and lack of a legal framework to support conservation actions. Strategies include the 
development of regional data sets using harmonized protocols, support for regional information sharing venues, 
establishment of a MAR endowment to fund conservation projects in the region and working at the local level for 
strengthening and enforcing environmental laws.  
 
Although education and information sharing strategies have been in place for some time, specific impacts of these 
have not been clearly defined. Sustainable financing strategies have yielded the establishment of the Mesoamerican 
Reef Fund aimed at providing grants for conservation efforts on the MAR. Environmental law strategies are in the 
early stages of implementation at this time. 
 
Strategies for creating an enabling environment are often considered implicit in the way conservation is conducted for 
which reason they are not always structured. An emerging theme is in the area of regional information sharing in 
which TNC’s Learning Center and MBRS’ Coastal Resources Center could play critical roles.   
 
Conservation Investments 

Not all institutions that participated in this study were willing or able to disclose financial information regarding their 
investments on the MAR. However, a rough estimation would place the collective annual contributions of the 
institutions surveyed in this phase of the project at a range of US$6 to US$8 million (Table 7).  
 
Although unquantifiable at this time, most of this funding is slated for work at the MPA level. The percentage of this 
funding that will be received by the local or national MPA manager cannot be estimated. 
 
With regard to time investments, all institutions interviewed envision a long term presence in the MAR region, 
although the form of support may change in the future. The most common planning unit used is a five-year interval 
with strategic planning every one to two years. Monitoring data, mostly from the biological level, is being collected 
using various protocols; however, few are utilizing the data to guide their planning processes and strategies 
development.  
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Geographically, as much as 11% or 52, 318 km2 of the MAR region is designated under some form of protection 
between all four countries. Nearly 100% of investments, both in terms of time and actual effort, are conducted within 
a designated marine protected area with the exception of watershed-based efforts and Dog Flea and Caye Bokel 
which are critical spawning aggregations that occur outside of MPAs being supported by WWF.  A total of 67,177.33 
km2 or 14.5% of the MAR (inclusive of land-based efforts) is currently being invested in by the implementation 
participants of this study. These investments are consistent with high conservation priority areas articulated in the 
MAR WWF ecoregional planning exercise of 2000. The two MPAs that are invested in for MPA strengthening by the 
most number of institutions are Gladden Spit and Silk Cayes Marine Reserve in Belize and Cayos Cochinos Marine 
Reserve in Honduras (Table 7).  
 
In terms of future priority, when study participants were asked in which strategy and threat they would want to invest 
additional funds, there was great variation in responses. Strengthening of marine protected areas to address 
overfishing, tourism and habitat degradation was chosen by three out of eight correspondents. The rationale being 
that it is still the best avenue through which to address multiple critical threats. Moreover it is the area in which some 
impact has already been gained and so additional investment will create even larger impacts. In one case, financial 
sustainability of MPAs was specifically mentioned as a key aspect of support. Addressing land-based causes of 
marine pollution and habitat degradation was identified as a priority by two correspondents being the least addressed 
threats. Lastly, the remainder named overfishing and tourism, specifically the cruise ship industry, as the most critical 
threats to be addressed and strengthening of legal instruments to address the former. 
 
When asked in which strategy institutional collaboration would make a significant difference in impact, answers were 
similar to the priorities above in that MPA strengthening to address overfishing and tourism threats was viewed as an 
area where this strategy could be made to advance much more rapidly and effectively. Other areas specified were in 
scientific research and data collection, regional policymaking, spawning aggregation protection and supporting a 
networked system of complementary and mutually replenishing marine protected areas on the MAR. This array of 
options for collaboration suggests that there are many opportunities to be explored. The key then will be to develop an 
approach to begin the collaboration dialogue. 
 



BUILD ING SYNERGIES  I N  THE  MESO AMERICAN REEF  
 
 

 

28 

APPENDIX III:  Spatial Analysis 

Protected Areas Distribution Map 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

(Appendix I I I  – continued) 
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APPENDIX III:  Spatial Analysis (continued) 

Focal Areas of Regional Stakeholders 
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