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Abstract 

 

Biological conservation is a social practice that involves complex power relations and 

differing perspectives. In the past, a protectionist conservation approach, where 

conservationists restricted the access of local communities to natural resources, was very 

common. A community-based conservation approach, which allows local people to gain 

control over their natural resources and design sustainable management plans, is more 

often seen today. On biosphere reserves, conservation non-governmental organizations 

(NGOs), residents and government organizations negotiate how natural resources are 

consumed and preserved. A conceptual framework will be used that demonstrates how 

the political and historical context of a biosphere reserve shapes the power relations and 

perspectives between these actors. These power relations and perspectives then shape 

whether a protectionist or community based conservation approach is used on the 

biosphere reserve. Included in this conceptual framework is the idea that even when a 

community-based conservation approach is used, only a selective group of biosphere 

residents are included in negotiations. This conceptual framework was applied to the 

Bosawas Biosphere Reserve in Nicaragua and the Maya Biosphere Reserve in 

Guatemala, which were investigated through a comprehensive literature review. Due to 

the social context in which the biosphere reserves were set, a true community-based 

conservation approach can be seen in the Bosawas Biosphere Reserve while only a partial 

community-based conservation approach can be seen in the Maya Biosphere Reserve. In 

both cases selective inclusion of some biosphere residents over others can be seen leading 

to the conclusion that even a community-based conservation approach operates through 

restricting access to natural resources.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

The concept of conservation has multiple dimensions and a range of different 

meanings. A popular biological dictionary defines conservation as “the long term 

preservation and protection of the environment, ensuring that the natural habitat of an 

area can be maintained while genetic diversity of a species can remain by sustaining its 

natural environment”(Biology Online Dictionary). The Journal for Conservation Biology 

defines conservation as the aim to “develop the scientific and technical means for the 

protection, maintenance, and restoration of life on this planet - its species, its ecological 

and evolutionary processes, and its particular and total environment”(Society for 

Conservation Biology). Despite these definitions of conservation biology, many social 

scientists argue that conservation needs to be seen as a social activity with economic and 

political consequences for local people (Frazier 2006, Robinson 2006, Kessler and 

Thomas 2006). Other researchers suggest that the definition of conservation has become 

too simplistic and too western (Berkes 2004). According to Berkes (2004), 

conservationists need to see ecosystems as complex, social and historical systems that 

function on multiple scales. Even with the rise of a community-centered approach, 

conservation should be seen as a struggle over contested resources with continuing 

impacts on social groups (Zerner 2000).  

In biosphere reserves, complex negotiations take place between groups with widely 

differing interests. The relationship between international conservation organizations, 

local people and national governments will be investigated in northeastern Nicaragua and 

the northern Peten region of Guatemala in areas recently designated as biosphere 

reserves. The relations that take place on these biosphere reserves will be investigated by 

http://www.biology-online.org/dictionary/Long
http://www.biology-online.org/dictionary/Term
http://www.biology-online.org/dictionary/Preservation
http://www.biology-online.org/dictionary/Protection
http://www.biology-online.org/dictionary/Environment
http://www.biology-online.org/dictionary/Natural
http://www.biology-online.org/dictionary/Habitat
http://www.biology-online.org/dictionary/Area
http://www.biology-online.org/dictionary/Genetic_Diversity
http://www.biology-online.org/dictionary/Species
http://www.biology-online.org/dictionary/Natural
http://www.biology-online.org/dictionary/Environment
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looking at three key questions. Firstly, how do the power relations between conservation 

organizations and indigenous people influence both the process and the result of 

negotiations on a biosphere reserve? Secondly, what are the different goals of each party, 

and how are these goals influenced by the perspective of each party? Thirdly, which 

parties are entirely excluded from these negotiations, and what is the justification for their 

exclusion?  

Indigenous groups have a long history of poor relations with conservation 

organizations.  In the late 1800‟s and early 1900‟s indigenous peoples were removed 

from land designated for conservation in Latin America, Asia, and Africa (Chatty and 

Colchester 2002). Indigenous people were often viewed as dangerous and uncivilized and 

states often opted to resettle indigenous people in an effort to control them or use their 

land for other purposes (ibid, Agrawal and Gibson 1999). This largely stemmed from a 

seemingly major conflict of interest: while conservationists wanted to protect forests, 

water, and animals, local communities wanted to use these resources, and proceeded to 

exploit them without formal control from outside interests (ibid). Soil erosion, 

degradation of rangelands, desertification, and death of wildlife were, and in some areas 

still are, perceived to be caused by indigenous people (Chatty and Colchester 2002). 

National parks and conservation reserves were created with the purpose of protecting the 

environment from local communities (ibid, Agrawal and Gibson 1999).  

Until the 1990‟s the dominant discourse was that the best method of conservation was 

to exclude local people from resources. This concept, often referred to as a protectionist 

approach, was finally recognized as ineffective in the early 1990‟s and within 

conservation circles a transition was made to the view that communities must be the 



 5 

central focus of conservation (Agrawal and Gibson 2002). This shift in focus is based on 

the idea that international development goals and biological conservation goals can be 

achieved at the same time (Berkes 2004). Many decades of top-down protectionist 

conservation practice have revealed that the use of force and even well-funded coercion 

is limited in restricting access to resources that are strongly linked to daily survival 

(Agrawal and Gibson 2002).  

This transition can be linked to other major events in the history of development and 

environmentalism such as the World Summit on Sustainable Development in Rio De 

Janeiro in 1992, the follow up of the Rio Summit in Johannesburg in 2002, and the UN 

International Decade on the World‟s Indigenous Peoples which ended in 2004 (Jentoft 

2003). Specifically Agenda 21, which resulted from the Rio Summit, and the World 

Commission of Environment and Development (Bruntland Report) have specifically 

stressed the need for indigenous involvement in resource management decisions (Ros-

tonen et al. 2007). This concept is also a component of a much larger movement that 

recognizes and seeks to understand the complex and dynamic interactions humans have 

with natural systems (Berkes 2004). Ecological problems are being viewed in an 

interdisciplinary way in a process called sustainable science (Kates et al. 2001). Multiple 

international organizations have embraced this shift in perception including the World 

Bank, World Wide Fund for Nature, Conservation International, The Nature 

Conservancy, The Ford Foundation, The MacArthur Foundation, and USAID (The 

United States Agency for International Development) (Agrawal and Gibson 1999). 
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Perspectives in Community-Based Conservation 

The definitions of community-based conservation range widely, but all involve a 

process by which communities gain power and responsibility over their natural resources 

but still receive guidance from conservation organizations (Berks 2004). The theoretical 

result is a sustainable system in which both economic and social needs are met while the 

integrity of the ecosystem is maintained (Smith 2003).  However, the success of these 

projects has varied, leading to two different conclusions. Some academics believe that the 

failure of these projects stems from improper implementation where control is not 

actually transferred to communities (Songorwa 1999). A second school of thought is that 

although conservation and development projects are both beneficial, they should not be 

combined because their goals are too dissimilar (Redford and Sanderson 2000). However, 

many conservationists stress that while preserving uninhabited forest is important, this 

preservation alone will not be enough to protect worldwide biodiversity (ibid). In this 

sense working with communities has become a necessity. Although forest dwelling 

people do have some negative impact on the ecosystems in which they live, their impact 

is much less than the impact of large scale agricultural operations and cattle ranches 

(ibid). 

Scientific researchers often question how much impact indigenous people have on 

natural ecosystems. Smith argues that areas inhabited by indigenous peoples have less 

forest and the increased enforcement of land use policies is necessary for watershed and 

conservation reasons (2003). Over-hunting is a problem experienced by most populations 

when land is limited, and this problem is also experienced by indigenous peoples (Chatty 

and Colchester 2002). Large game animals have become depleted in virtually every area 
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of the world where human population densities exceed more than one person per square 

kilometer and indigenous peoples are not exceptions to these trends (Robert and Bennett 

2000a in Redford and Sanderson 2000). There is no remaining doubt that human hunting 

causes the depletion of animal populations and evidence of this is apparent in studies 

from indigenous lands in Central America (Ventocilla et al. 1996 in Redford and 

Sanderson 2000). Furthermore, an exhaustive study by Peres (2000) shows that 

subsistence hunting in the Amazon results in profound changes in animal population 

structure (Redford and Sanderson 2000). 

Placing responsibility for social, economic, and political circumstances that lead to 

deforestation on the relatively powerless forest dwelling people is neither logical nor just 

(ibid). More importantly, by placing blame on these people, responsibility is shifted from 

more powerful organizations, which, if held responsible, could actually reduce 

deforestation (ibid). Redford and Sanderson (2000) suggest that this problem is obvious 

and has a clear solution. They state that poor people, being more desperate, will likely 

choose the option that will ensure their survival and that we should not assume that poor 

indigenous people are any more interested in conservation than rich non-indigenous 

people. Therefore, it is the responsibility of conservationists to ensure that their 

livelihood under a new conservation regime will be equivalent or greater than their 

livelihood prior to the regime. Sundberg (1998) suggests that the question of whether 

indigenous people have a strong conservation ethic is of little importance and that 

regardless of the conservation ethic of a people; the people who live in an area should 

have the opportunity to voice their opinion about the activities that take place on their 

land. In this sense indigenous groups should be seen as partners in conservation and 
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conservationists need to aim for a realistic balance between conservation goals and 

development requirements (Redford and Sanderson 2000, Stevens 1997). 

Further concerns with the community-based conservation approach include the 

criticism that it simplifies communities to too great an extent. It is problematic to assume 

that local “communities” will be cohesive units with one centre of control. In reality 

communities are dynamic and multifaceted often with various racial and socio-economic 

components (Berkes 2004).  

Brooks et al. (2006) conducted an extensive literature review to address the question 

of whether community-based conservation projects were successful and found 

information on 80% of one-hundred and twenty four recent conservation projects. These 

case studies were analyzed based on four different outcomes: ecological, economic, 

attitudinal, and behavioral success. Brooks et al. (2006) found that the projects that 

allowed the use of natural resources, included communities and provided market access 

were more successful. In this sense we have moved past the point of questioning whether 

community-based conservation works: it works in some cases and fails in others. A better 

question is: in which social and political contexts does it work?  

Interestingly, Brooks (2007) focuses on how conservation NGO relationships with 

indigenous people can both have positive and negative impacts. He states that these 

partnerships can lead to empowering legislation such as land titling, economic and 

technical support for institutions and access to regional, national and international 

networks. Alternatively, Brooks (2007) also observes that these relationships can lead to 

a loss of local autonomy or the centralization of decision-making, and increased 

dependence on unreliable outsiders, shifts in knowledge between local and outside values 
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and the loss of access to land. This warning of negative consequences is echoed by 

Zimmerer (2000) who expresses concern that this new nature-society hybrid may lead to 

a different kind of abuse of indigenous peoples. Instead of taking their land, indigenous 

people will be involved in an exploitative system of capitalism that is based in ecotourism 

and sustainable forestry. 

Discussion of Biosphere Reserve Model  

The biosphere reserve concept was developed alongside UNESCO‟s “Man and the 

Biosphere” program in 1971 (Francis and Whitelaw 2004). UNESCO developed the 

biosphere reserve model as an alternative to the national park which excluded local 

residents (Batisse 1986 in Sundberg 1998).  This model is celebrated as an effective 

solution by many authors (Vernhes 1987, Sundberg 1998). The model was created for a 

combination of conservation, research, and sustainable economic development (Nations 

et al. 1998). The purpose of biosphere reserves is not to exclude populations but to 

incorporate them effectively (ibid). By allowing the incorporation of economic 

development and the conservation of nature, biosphere reserves provide a prototype for 

sustainable development and set an example for a more sustainable relationship with 

nature (Seville Strategy for Biosphere Reserves 1995 in Francis 2004). 

Common Property  

The concept of community-based conservation stresses the importance of 

communities exercising control and responsibility over natural resources. The only real 

way for this to be achieved is through ownership of the land, which is often seen through 

common property regimes. However, the idea of communal property rights has long been 

controversial. Garret Hardin popularized the idea that common property regimes lead to 
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resource degradation and depletion in his 1968 paper the “Tragedy of the Commons.”
1
 A 

common resource, in keeping with Hardin‟s argument, is one in which exclusion of 

people from the resource is difficult and joint use leads to subtract-ability (Berks 1989: 

91, Berks 2001). Specifically Hardin states that the “the national parks present another 

instance of the working of the tragedy of the commons… as values of parks are steadily 

eroded” (Hardin 1968: 1244). For this problem Hardin suggests that society needs to 

either “limit the population in parks” or “acquiesce in the destruction of the commons we 

call national parks” (ibid: 1245). Hardin also stressed that poorly defined group property 

rights lead to low incentive to protect natural resources from depletion. Hardin‟s ideas 

guided policy and common property land titles were not seen a viable option (Arizpe et 

al. 1994). 

Berkes 1989 agrees that without the ability to exclude and regulate a piece of land, 

group decisions become meaningless and common property regimes lead to the Tragedy 

of the Commons. Without group land claims and property rights there is little incentive 

for communities to make sustainable use rules as the only result will be that outsiders will 

gain more from their resources. In fact, when individuals have uncertain futures, they are 

more likely to extract resources quickly. Therefore blame must be placed on the 

uncertainty and not on the communal property institutions (Zerner 2000). 

However, unlike Harden, Berkes (1998) insightfully understands how communities 

can chose to make these regulations for the good of the community and have done so in 

the past. Berkes‟ work demonstrates that when security is provided people can work 

together to achieve common ends. He demonstrates how in multiple case studies 

                                                 
1
 The Tragedy of the Commons is a social situation where there is a conflict between individual interests 

and the common good over a finite resource. 
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communities have practiced self-regulation and maintained healthy ecosystems. This 

shows that groups have the agency to make decisions as a cohesive unit for the benefit of 

the group as a whole, demonstrating how common property land holding situations can 

be beneficial for biodiversity conservation. Berkes (2004) also stresses that the key to 

success is secure, well-defined property rights. Indigenous rights activists, action-oriented 

anthropologists and some conservationists would like to see progress in indigenous 

ownership and management, but governments generally do not (Stocks 2005).  

Conservation biology has undertaken a major transition from a protectionist program 

to a more community-centered approach. Although the new method has some problems, 

the movement toward community inclusion, participation and land security has produced 

many positive results. At the heart of this issue is the interplay between preservation and 

sustainable use, with biosphere reserves embracing the concept of sustainability. With 

increasing globalization, biosphere reserves have become the arena for the interplay 

between different societies. With the arrival of new actors with differing agendas the 

question of whether local, regional, national or international organizations should make 

resource use decisions becomes increasingly important (Berks 2004). 

Power Relations and Conservation Biology 

Sundberg (2006) reminds us that the interaction between the inhabitants of biosphere 

reserves and conservation NGOs is based on an unequal power relationship. Conservation 

projects have become important “contact zones” between the developed and developing 

world. In these projects, powerful conservation organizations interact with, and often 

dictate new rules to poor Latin American citizens. These ideas are based in the work of 

Mary Louise Pratt, who defines “contact zones” as “social space where disparate cultures 
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meet, clash, grapple with each other, often in highly asymmetrical relations of 

domination and subordination like colonialism, slavery and their aftermaths as they are 

lived out across the globe today” (Pratt 1992, 12 in Sundberg 2006). Robbins (2004) 

questions how legitimate social forestry really can be when one side holds considerably 

more power. Crush (1995) suggests international conservation organizations are 

concerned with the “the spatial reach of power and the control and management of other 

peoples, territories, environments, and places” (ibid, 7). 

When partnerships are considered relationships, the power imbalances can be hidden 

(Ros-tonen et al. 2007). Escobar (1995) states that discourses define the space of 

development, putting it into a neutral context, which masks power relations and the 

struggle for resources (Gray and Moseley 2005). Sometimes relations between foresters 

and local people are so ingrained that new proactive equalizing policies do not 

necessarily change behavior (Robbins 2004). 

According to Dove and Kramer (2001) when social forestry fails it is because it 

contradicts the extractive model of the national system and the national ideology of 

control (Robbins 2004). The devolution of control to international NGOs such as the 

Nature Conservancy and Care International can be seen as a result of neoliberal policies 

which have reduced funding for environmental and social projects (Sundberg 2006). 

Coming from a position of power, these NGOs are able to use their own discourses as 

truths which are then put into conservation practice (ibid).  

It is extremely important that governments consider the traditional leadership systems 

that are already in place and do not impose their own on top of existing leadership 

(Ferroukhi and Echeverría 2003). Frazier (2006) echoes these thoughts when discussing 
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non-governmental organizations in Mexico which display a high degree of cultural 

ignorance and imperialism. He calls for the involvement of more social scientists to allow 

pressing concerns such as social organization and communication and stresses that 

biologists, conservationists and ecologists must “recognize the limits of their work and 

comprehension” (Frazier 2006, 5). A community conservation initiative in Tanzania 

failed because the interests of conservation organizations and tour companies were place 

above the requirements of local people (Igeo 2002). In this case, the conservation 

organization was recruiting local people to work in the park without considering local 

resource management systems (ibid). Ros-Tonen et al. (2007) suggest the use of a 

watchdog organization (be it governmental, non-governmental or international) that looks 

out for the least powerful party in these negotiations. 

Differing Perspectives in Conservation Biology 

Ros-Tonen et al. (2007) stress that it does not matter that the parties involved in social 

forestry have different objectives, as long as they can see a common benefit. The interests 

of local communities are almost always to secure improved livelihoods and international 

conservation organizations must be able to provide this in a long term fashion to expect a 

genuine partnership (ibid). The cost-benefit analysis of designing sustainability 

regulations for the community must be positive for communities to undertake the process 

(Gibson 2001). It can be costly in terms of time and community relationships to negotiate 

and regulate resource consumption (ibid). Two attributes that might make the process 

worthwhile are resource dependence and resource scarcity (ibid). If the community has 

these two attributes then they might be willing to undertake the process of developing 

conservation regulations but will likely have to be compensated by additional means such 
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as money, more land or more resources (ibid). These agreements are further complicated 

by the reality that such compensation usually ends when projects end (Bailey 1996 in 

Gibson 2001). Brechin et al. (2002) suggests that six key components should be 

questioned in any conservation project. These include the question of who benefits 

(human dignity), a consideration of the appropriateness of the project (legitimacy), a 

consideration of who will make decisions (governance), questions of accountability, and 

an analysis of learning outcomes and the influence of outside sources. Conservation 

should be undertaken in the context of social justice, more applied research and clear 

lines of communication and project appraisal (ibid). According to Grey and Moseley 

(2005), real improvements will only be made when governments and non-profit 

organizations stop blaming impoverished groups for damaging the environment and start 

giving more attention to other social and economic factors. 

Haene (2000) highlights that in the Calakmul Biosphere reserve in Mexico, residents 

are not just concerned that they are making more money; they are interested in knowing 

that the agreement is the one that will give them the most money and a secure future. 

Many Latin American countries are allowing the decentralization of power from national 

to municipal governments, which empower local people. Bolivia has seen a recent 

decentralization of power which has led to improvements for local landowners and 

indigenous groups (Kaimowitz et al. 1998).  

Conservation and Selective Inclusion 

Protected areas often result in the exclusion and enclosure of common property 

regimes which in turn affects the disadvantaged groups of the rural poor (Grey and 

Moseley 2005). Grey (2002) supports this argument with his observation that 
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community-based resource management is often about “environmental enclosure, 

defining rights at the local level.” In his opinion this has resulted in the clear definition of 

resource boundaries which were historically open and flexible. When this occurs, people 

with secondary rights such as the rural poor, women and migrants, are frequently 

excluded (Grey 2002). Colchester (2007) also recognizes that the new processes of 

participation are creating exclusion for some groups. Despite the best intentions of 

conservation organization they invariably marginalize some groups while privileging 

others (Zerner 2000). At risk are people‟s rights to survival and political participation in 

countries where these rights are often marginalized (Sundberg 2006). 

Conceptual Framework 

The literature involving power relations, differing perspectives and selective 

inclusion suggests that these factors are closely related to the social context in which the 

biosphere reserves are set. These ideas can be combined into a conceptual framework 

demonstrating how the interactions on a biosphere reserve are shaped (Figure 1). History, 

politics, population size and resource use affect the power and perception of 

conservationists, government agents and biosphere reserve residents. The power and 

perception of each of these groups, dictates how they interact together on biosphere 

reserves and this interaction decides which conservation approach will be used. In 

situations where biosphere residents hold substantial power and all of the actors can see 

considerable benefit from working together, community conservation practices would 

likely be implemented. However, a protectionist approach would be expected when 

biosphere residents hold limited power and a small degree of potential can be seen for co-

operation between residents, conservationist and governments officials. Even when 
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Fig. 1: Visual representation of conceptual framework. History, 

politics, population size and resource use influence the power and 

perception of conservationists, governments and biosphere 

residents. Some residents are not included in the decision making 

process (represented by figures outside the yellow box). These 

actors interact and the result of this interaction dictates which 

conservation approach is used. 

community-based conservation strategies are used, not all residents are included and the 

community conservation 

strategies can result in 

some residents losing their 

access to land and 

resources. In this sense, the 

selective inclusion of some 

residents at the expensive 

of other residents can be 

seen as a modified 

protectionist approach.     

 

 

METHODS 

The conceptual framework described in the previous section (Figure 1) was applied to 

two case studies in Central America: the Bosawas Biosphere Reserve in Nicaragua and 

the Maya Biosphere Reserve in Guatemala. An intensive literature review was carried out 

to gather information on these two case studies using scholarly articles, books and project 

documents. Due to the interdisciplinary nature of this topic a wide range of scholarly 

databases were used including Geobase, Georef, Online Geographical Bibliography, 

Econlit, PAIS International, EBSCO Publishing, Biosis and Environetbase. Detailed 

searches were conducted on the Queen‟s University Library Catalogue (QCAT), and 

many academic books were analyzed. Information was gathered from non-governmental 
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Fig.2: Map of Nicaragua with the Bosawas Biosphere 

Reserve shaded (Source: Smith 2003) 

 

organizations project documents and the knowledge provided by their websites. One 

limitation of this project was that many of the primary documents were only available in 

Spanish, a language that I only have a basic knowledge of. Future research in this area 

could include conducting interviews with personnel from conservation organizations, 

government officials and biosphere residents. Visiting both biosphere reserves would 

afford the chance to conduct primary research and would provide an opportunity of 

assessing the literature on these cases more fully. 

 

RESULTS 

BOSAWAS BIOSPHERE RESERVE  

Introduction 

The Bosawas Biosphere Reserve, located in north-eastern Nicaragua is one of the 

largest remaining continuous forested areas in Central America (Kaimowitz 2003) 

(Figure 2). It is composed of seven 

thousand, five hundred square 

kilometres, nearly 7% of Nicaragua‟s 

territory (Borjorge 2008).  Bosawas 

is part of the Mosquitia, a region of 

Central America known for its 

unique biodiversity (ibid). It was set 

aside as a protected area in 1991 by 

Nicaraguan President Violeta Barrios 

de Chamorro and in 1996 it was 
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Fig. 3: Map of the Bosawás Biosphere reserve showing 

buffer zones, indigenous territorial boundaries and reserve 

boundaries). Communities are designated as Mayangna 

Sauni As (MSA), Mayangna Sauni Bu (MSB), Mayangna 

Sauni Bas (MSBA), Miskitu Tasbaika Kum (MITK) and 

Kipla Sait Tasbaika Kum (KST), Li Laimni Tasbaika Kum 

(LLTK) (Source: Stocks et al. 2007) 

 

declared the Bosawas Natural Reserve in compliance with the Nicaraguan Environmental 

and Natural Resource Law. Finally it was renamed as the Bosawas Biosphere Reserve 

through the UNESECO Man and the Biosphere program in 1997 (ibid). The reserve was 

funded by the German government, the United States government and the World Bank 

through UNESCO (Kaimowitz 2003:2).  

People 

The Nicaraguan government awarded official territorial land title claims in the core 

area of the Bosawas biosphere reserve to six indigenous groups consisting of 86 

Mayangna and Miskito communities in 2005 (Stocks et al. 2007) (Figure 3). These 

communities are Mayangna Sauni As, Mayangna Sauni Bu, Mayangna Sauni Bas, 

Miskitu Tasbaika Kum and Kipla 

Sait Tasbaika Kum, Li Laimni 

Tasbaika Kum. The south western 

third of Bosawas territory is 

inhabited by mestizo colonists 

(descendants of European colonists 

and indigenous people) who are 

recent immigrants to the area 

(Stocks et al. 2007). Generally, the 

mestizo population live in the 

southern portion of the biosphere 

reserve along the Bocay, Iyas and Wina Rivers. The Miskito population mostly live in the 

municipality of Waspam, along the banks of the Cocoa River (Kaimowitz 2002, 
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Kaimowitz 2003). The Mayangna population live mostly to the north of the Mestizos 

along the Waspuk, Lakus, Bambama and Wawa rivers (Kaimowitz 2003). In this sense 

the Mestizo populations occupy the south western portions of the Bosawas area and these 

two groups are separated by dense forest (Kaimowitz 2002). 

The population of residents dwelling in the core of Bosawas is approximately half 

indigenous and half mestizo, with a total population of 250,000 (Kaimowitz 2003). Due 

to the rapid migration of mestizos to the region, the mestizo population is growing at rate 

of 17% per year (ibid, 5). The only increase in the indigenous population is due to natural 

fertility which is approximately 3.5% yearly (ibid). The mestizo population grow corn, 

beans and rice and manage cattle (ibid). Both indigenous groups are more diversified in 

their activities and they are involved in hunting, fishing, growing crops of tubers, 

plantains and rice along the rivers, panning for gold and harvesting small amounts of 

timber, with cattle playing a minor role in the village life (ibid, Kaimowitz 2002). While 

the indigenous groups have full control over their agricultural and hunting and gathering 

lands, there are certain areas where the state and the indigenous groups share joint control 

(Stocks unpublished). Surrounding and in some cases overlapping with the Bosawas 

Biosphere Reserve are the municipalities of Bonanza, Cua Bocay, Siuna, Waslalu, 

Waspam and Wilili (Kaimowitz 2002: 176). 

Historical Background 

The indigenous people of Bosawas have an interesting and complex history. The 

Miskito and Mayangna people, who have likely inhabited the Bosawas area for centuries, 

practiced self governance with limited interference from British or Spain for over two 

hundred years (Kaimowitz 2003). The first significant disturbance suffered by the 
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indigenous peoples from European colonists was in 1894, when President Jose Santos 

Zelaya sent troops to the region to abolish the Miskito reserve and exile the Miskito chief 

(ibid). His general, Rigoberto Cabezas, was named the governor of the area and the 

official language was declared Spanish (ibid). Despite this interference, the area was 

relatively undisturbed until the civil war of 1928-1934 where guerrilla groups inhabited 

the region due to its remoteness and lack of government presence (ibid). During the 

1930-1950‟s some limited roads were built in the region to encourage mining but the 

region continued to receive little government attention or assistance (ibid).  

The Sandinista government, which came to power in 1979, had much more interest in 

governing this region. The involvement of the Sandinista government led to 

improvements in healthcare and education, but also to increased military presence and 

control (ibid). Bosawas was the area where much of the Contra War (1980-1990) was 

contested, in which the United States supplied opponents of the Nicaraguan government 

with arms (Stocks unpublished). Most of the indigenous population fled Bosawas for 

Honduras where many were forced to join the Contra ranks while others were relocated 

by the Sandinista government (ibid). This war resulted in two separate conflicts: the 

Sandinista government fought Miskito insurgents in the east and the members of the 

Nicaraguan Resistance (RN) fought the Sandinistas in the west (Kaimowitz 2002). 

Finally, the Sandinistas, having realized their position was too difficult to maintain, 

offered the regional leaders the 1987 Atlantic Coast Regional Autonomy Law which 

established two separate regions in eastern Nicaragua, the RAAN (in the north) and the 

RAAS (in the South) each with separate multiethnic controlling bodies (Kaimowitz 

2003). 
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In the wake of these wars, other groups were establishing a foothold in the Bosawas 

region. Prior to the 1980‟s some multinational timber and mining organizations were 

present in the Bosawas region but not in significant numbers (Kaimowitz 2002). The 

Chamorro government, which followed the Sandinista government, invested heavily in 

Bosawas and this increased accessibility and encouraged the mass migration of mestizos, 

international mining and logging companies and lastly international conservation groups 

(ibid). Many mestizo insurgents, who had participated in the Contra war, demanded land 

from the Chamorro government and were granted the south western area of Bosawas 

(Stocks et al. 2007). The declaration of this region as the Bosawas Biosphere Reserve in 

1991 can be seen as another group with its own private interests of biodiversity protection 

(Kaimowitz 2002). 

As the indigenous peoples saw the encroachment of their land by mestizos and 

commercial interests from western Nicaragua and Honduras they recognized the need for 

immediate action (Stocks unpublished, Stocks et al. 2007). With the help of The Nature 

Conservancy, the indigenous community‟s were granted official territorial land claims in 

2005 (Offen 2003, Stocks unpublished, and Stocks et al. 2007). Over two hundred and 

fifty kilometres of trails have been marked in Bosawas by indigenous groups and this has 

slowed the approach of mestizo peoples (ibid).   

Instability 

The inaccessibility and presence of many ethnic groups makes conflicts in these 

forested areas very difficult to control (Kaimowitz 2002). The characteristics that made 

the Bosawas a prime location for the designation of a biosphere reserve in 1997 such as 

its remoteness, abundance of natural resources, lack of government interest and poorly 
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defined property rights also made it a prime location violent conflict (ibid). The presence 

of armed movements in Bosawas hinders the government control of the area further and 

makes attempts at conservation very difficult (ibid).  

The Nicaraguan government signed a decree with conservation organizations 

knowing that they had no physical presence or control over the Bosawas area (Kaimowitz 

2003). Kaimowitz (2003) argues that the army, the police force, the ministry of the 

environment (MARENA) and the forestry institute (INAFOR) have very little ground-

level control of Bosawas. Both United States and European project staff operating in the 

region admitted that they have to regularly consult insurgent groups for policies and 

projects (ibid). The most important combatant groups are the Yatama, the revolutionary 

armed forces (FAR), the Andres Castro United Front (FUAC) and the Northern Front 3-

80. The Yatama is mostly composed of Miskito men and has participated in government 

protests including occupying the town of Waspam and attacking armed forces (ibid). 

FAR recently became FUAC, and this group represents Mayangna interests (ibid). The 

Northern Front 3-80 represents the interests of mestizo farmers residing in Bosawas and 

is largely composed of ex-combatants from the Sandinista army. All of the populations in 

Bosawas have their own armed insurgent representatives. These groups are largely 

ignored by the army and the government who indirectly recognize their authority in the 

region (ibid). 

Competing Interests 

Logging practices in Bosawas have been affected by many different forms of 

corruption. Small scale abuses of the system involve permit abuse, the use of household 

permits for commercial use, river transport to avoid registry posts, and the bribing of 
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guards (Larson 2003). Many outside loggers, mostly wealthy Nicaraguan merchants, 

using any or all of these techniques, regularly enter the region of Bosawas seeking 

mahogany and cedar. In addition, there is a “timber mafia” in the protected areas of 

RAAN that operates through violent corruption (ibid). Multinational corporate logging 

increased with neoliberal reforms in the 1990s and brought new venues of corruption 

(Alves Milho 1996 in Finley-Brooks 2007). Corporations often bribe local governments 

and populations, with authors citing instances of corruption at the environmental 

attorney‟s office in Bosawas (García 2002, Larson 2003).  

Land Designation 

Biosphere reserves contain zone designations that determine what land use activities 

occur in each area. The Bosawas Biosphere reserve contains seven different zones which 

include agricultural zones, gold panning zones, watershed protection zones, infrequent 

and frequent use zones and conservation zones (Smith 2003). The municipalities are 

located in the agricultural zones which are large enough that all areas of these zones do 

not need to be used at the same time. After soil nutrients are depleted in one area, 

residents are able to move to a new area within the agricultural zone allowing forest 

regrowth in the area they recently farmed (ibid, Smith 2001). A buffer zone separates the 

agricultural zone from the core or conservation zone. The conservation zones are zones 

where no exploitation of resources should take place (Smith 2003, Smith 2001). The 

Saskaya National Park is included in the Bosawas conservation zone designation. The 

conservation zone benefits the buffer zones by allowing water recharge and the 

rejuvenation of game species (Smith 2003, Smith 2001).  
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Politics 

The United States Agency for International Development (USAID) and the Nature 

Conservancy (TNC) began a US 2.5 million dollar project in Bosawas in 1993 

(Kaimowitz 2003). The German government contributed by funding a US$ 3.8 million 

dollar project “GTZ Bosawas Project” in December 1994 (ibid). However, neither 

provided substantial funding for the local governance structure, MARENA, Nicaragua‟s 

Environmental Agency (ibid). The Nature Conservancy decided to use a strategic alliance 

with the Mayangna indigenous peoples and to some extent the Miskito indigenous 

peoples (ibid). The foundation of the alliance was that The Nature Conservancy would 

provide the indigenous population with financial and legal support to allow them to 

receive land officially designated as indigenous territory. The indigenous peoples in 

return would help prepare and follow a management plan based on their traditional 

livelihood systems in the region (ibid). The mutual understanding behind the negotiations 

were that the indigenous people‟s tradition way of life was compatible with the 

conservation goals of the Nature Conservancy or at least more compatible than the 

interests of surrounding actors such as logging and mestizo communities (ibid). The 

Nature Conservancy was able to strengthen the indigenous land claims by creating maps 

and management plans, providing legal assistance, lobbying with the Nicaraguan 

government, providing financial support and assisting dialogue between the various 

players involved (ibid 2003). However, the designation of the indigenous land claims 

would not have been possible without the 1978 Autonomy Law, the 2001 Mayagna Awas 

Tingni Court Case and the 2003 Indigenous Demarcation Law, each of which will be 

discussed in detail.  
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The 1978 Atlantic Coast Regional Autonomy Law and the adjustments to the 

Nicaraguan constitution that occurred the same year, made it possible for the indigenous 

people of the Atlantic coast to gain control of communal property (Rhine 2006). Chapter 

six of the constitution describes the rights of the Atlantic Coast ethnic communities. 

Specifically, articles 5, 89, and 180 affirm that the people of the coast can maintain 

communal land ownership, control over their natural resources and the free election of all 

political representation (ibid). The Autonomy Law resulted in about half of Nicaragua 

becoming designated as Eastern Nicaragua which was then divided into two autonomous 

regions, the RAAN in the north and the RAAS in the south (Finley-Brooks 2007). The 

RAAN has seven large municipalities and also contains the Bosawas Biosphere reserve 

(ibid). However, as this law was formed quickly by the Sandinista government in a 

desperate attempt to bring peace to the Atlantic Coast region, there is a lack of associated 

laws and structural bodies with which to implement this law leading to weak realization 

(Rhine 2006).  

An excellent example of how the 1978 autonomy law lacked implementation can be 

seen in the court case the Mayagna Awas Tingni Community versus Nicaragua. This was 

an extremely important indigenous rights case that permanently altered indigenous land 

rights both in Nicaragua and throughout the world (Anaya and Grossman 2002). In 1993, 

MARENA granted the Dominican-owned logging company MADENSA nearly 43,000 

hectares of land previously claimed by the Awas Tingni people (ibid). The World 

Wildlife Fund helped the Awas Tingni people negotiate a sustainable and equitable 

agreement with the Nicaraguan government (ibid). However, when the national 

government failed to move forward on the demarcation of indigenous territory and 
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provided the Korean-based logging company SOLCARSA an exploratory license on 

adjacent land, the community realized that the government was not going to hold their 

side of the agreement (ibid). The community, with the help of the Iowa College of Law, 

took this case to the Nicaraguan judicial system and then to the Inter-American 

Commission on Human Rights. The Inter-American Commission on Human Rights 

brought this case to the Inter-American Court of Human Rights using ethnographic 

research and GIS mapping to substantiate the community land claims (ibid). The court 

ruled in favor of the Awas Tingni community and stated that the national government had 

violated the American Convention on Human Rights in allowing logging on their land, 

that the land must be officially recognized as belonging to the Awas Tingni community 

and that the government must pay $30,000 in compensation to the community (ibid). 

Although the court gave the Nicaraguan government fifteen months to comply with the 

order, by this time no progress had been made (Rhine 2006). The community appealed 

their case and in 2004 the community was offered small and unconnected pieces of 

agricultural land, much less than their documented territory (Stocks 2005). Despite the 

lack of government response, this case is upheld around the world as vital case in the 

battle for indigenous rights (Anaya and Grossman 2002). 

In response to the decision of the international courts, the Nicaraguan congress passed 

the Indigenous Demarcation Law in 2003.  The indigenous demarcation law (also known 

as the Communal Property Law of the Indigenous and Ethnic Communities of the 

Autonomous Regions and the Bocay, Coco and Indiomaiz River Basins or Law 445) 

requires increased compensation for resource exploitation on indigenous lands and 

stipulates that communities must give their permission before natural resource extraction 
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can occur (Rhine 2006). The World Bank also had a role in encouraging this law to be 

drafted and stated it as a precondition for providing funds for the Atlantic Biological 

Corridor (Stocks 2005). The World Bank recognized that secure land ownership would 

lead to better business opportunities on indigenous land with compensation provided 

(Mendoza and Kuhnekath 2006). 

The Autonomy Law, the adjustments to the Nicaraguan Constitution and the Awas 

Tingni case led to the creation of the Indigenous Demarcation Law which allowed the 

territories in Bosawas to be titled as indigenous territory. The territories on Bosawas were 

the first territories to be designated using the Indigenous Demarcation Law (Rhine 2006). 

The indigenous people of Bosawas likely had less trouble with land demarcation 

compared to other communities as they are located on a Biosphere reserve which is 

already excluded from commercial interests (Stocks 2005). Bosawas also had powerful 

international backers including USAID which funded the demarcation of the six 

indigenous territories in Bosawas between 1994 and 1998 and put political pressure on 

the Nicaraguan government. In 1997, the World Bank funded the creation of a regional 

map of community claims (Stocks 2003). International pressure and the historical and 

political context in which Bosawas was set allowed the titling of 80% of the reserve as 

indigenous territory in 2005 (Stocks et al. 2007)  

The governance of Bosawas can be seen as a partnership between indigenous 

communities and the state, but the state has many overlapping governing bodies (Stocks 

et al. 2007). Bosawas is under the control of Nicaragua‟s Ministry of Natural Resources 

and the Environment and MARENA (Larson 2003, Stocks unpublished). The executive 

decree 44-91 gives MARENA control over all the planning, management, protection and 



 28 

administration of the Bosawas reserve (Borjorge 2008). MARENA works through 

SETAB which is another environmental governing body funded by the German 

government. Pressure from USAID and the Nature Conservancy resulted in SETAB 

adjusting its management plan for the reserve so that it includes a community-based 

conservation approach (Rhine 2006). The Technical Advisory Council (CTA), which is 

composed of various public and private organizations, also plays an important role in the 

reserve‟s protection and management (Borjorge 2008). In addition, the National System 

of Protected Areas (SINAP) is involved in managing seventy-five protected areas of 

which Bosawas is the largest (Plan Ambiental de Nicaragua 2001-2005 in Larson 2003). 

Communities are able to participate in the decision-making process in the reserve through 

indigenous associations, which are often funded by non-profit organizations (Borjorge 

2008). Communities can request technical and advisory assistance from non-

governmental organization and MARENA (Rhine 2006). 

Municipal Governments 

Progress has been made in the decentralization process from national governments to 

municipal government in the RAAN, although funding and organization are still lacking 

(Finley-Brooks 2007). Municipalities have elected leaders and their leaders have taken an 

important role in municipal planning and organization (Larson 2002). Although progress 

has been made there are still numerous obstacles for successful governance and forest 

management (Larson 2002). Local governments lack funding and require improved 

communication with national governments (Larson 2002). They have limited ability to 

protect local resources from exploitation by outside companies as concession can be 

granted by the national government. Despite these problems, the process of 
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decentralization has granted municipalities in the RAAN new authority and 

responsibility, which should be seen as an improvement (Larson 2002). 

NGO Discourse 

A Nature Conservancy project document states that their goals are to “minimize 

colonization and biodiversity destruction by mestizos looking for land to settle right after 

the war” (Borjorge 2008). This document also states that the “idea of having indigenous 

forest guards started because of the increment of mestizos invading the indigenous 

territories which are property of Miskito and Mayangna peoples and for the need to 

implement Ecological Norms inside the territories for best managing of Natural 

Resources” (ibid). An excellent example of this rhetoric is exemplified by a map that was 

reprinted in the 2007 Winter Nature Conservancy magazine and used to justify the 

exclusion of mestizo settlers in the reserve (Clarren 2007) (Figure 4). The Nature 

Conservancy is drawing unfair and oversimplified conclusions when it blames 

deforestation on a group of impoverished migrants instead of placing responsibility on 

the social, economic and political factors that created the migrants (Sundberg 1998). 

The Nature Conservancy‟s support for the indigenous groups is clear when they state 

that: “this indigenous peoples, traditional conservationist, need help and support to face 

the currents challenges: climatic change, advance of the agricultural border, 

deforestation, lack of infrastructure, narco-traffic and government presence” (ibid). The 

Nature Conservancy has played a significant role in supporting the indigenous people. 

They provided funding for the creation of a volunteer forest guard program which has 

allowed indigenous guards to work with the government forest guards and enforce 

national regulations on their land. Currently, there are six guard corps, comprising one 
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Fig. 4: Comparison of the 

changes in deforestation in the 

Bosawas Biosphere Reserve 

between 1987 and 2002. This 

image suggests that the mestizo 

people are responsible for 

deforestation in Bosawas 

(Stocks et al. 2007 in The 

Nature Conservancy 2007).  

hundred and fifty indigenous individuals (Borjorge 2008). The funding provides tools 

such as GPS devices and equipment to deal with forest fires. The majority of the guards 

patrol the area between the indigenous territories in north eastern Bosawas and the 

mestizo territories in south western Bosawas. It is argued that these patrols greatly slow 

the advance of deforestation and the mestizo agricultural frontier (Stocks et al. 2007).  

Bosawas can be seen as a model for community-based conservation. The nature 

conservancy observed that “the strategy to work with 

indigenous people must start with the institutional 

development of their own local government structure in 

accordance with the ancestral traditions” (Borjorge 

2008). The community leaders draft the resource plan, 

allow it to be reviewed by outside consultants, and then 

decide if they want to make changes in accordance with 

the suggestions from outside consultants (ibid).  The 

Nature Conservancy uses a participative planning 

approach that requires an intensive consulting phase and 

an external consultative phase (ibid). 

Summary 

The Bosawas Biosphere Reserve is composed of 

indigenous Miskito and Mayangna peoples who have 

been granted official land titles and mestizo people who 

do not have any official claim to the land they inhabit. 

While both indigenous groups inhabited the area since 
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pre-colonial times, the mestizo residents, who were former soldiers for the Sandinista 

government, migrated to Bosawas as a result of encouragement from the Chamorro 

government and other social and political factors. The Contra War also resulted in the 

militarization of the residents of Bosawas, making them a powerful and dangerous force 

for government official and conservation organizations to interact with. The Nature 

Conservancy and USAID are the major conservationist and humanitarian organizations 

working in Bosawas and both have a large role in helping the indigenous peoples secure 

tenure over the area. The state governs Bosawas through multiple government institutions 

including the Ministry of Natural Resources and the Environment, the National System of 

Protected Areas (SINAP) and MARENA, Nicaragua‟s Environmental Agency. The 

Nature Conservancy and other organization have worked with the indigenous people in 

an effort to exclude the mestizo people from the Bosawas Biosphere Reserve.  

 

MAYA BIOSPHERE RESERVE 

Introduction 

The Maya Biosphere Reserve (MBR) is part of Maya Arch and consists of 25 000 

square kilometers of protected forest (Nations et al. 1998). The MBR connects to the 

Calakmul Biosphere Reserve in Mexico in the north and the RioBravo Biosphere 

Reserve, Belize, in the east creating a large area of protected forest (ibid). Ancient Maya 

ruins and high biodiversity has created a multimillion dollar tourist industry in 

Guatemala‟s Peten region, where the MBR is located (ibid) (Figure 5). The major 

concern in the MBR is widespread deforestation. Population growth in the MBR is over 

eight percent every year with fifty percent of the forested areas transformed for 
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Fig.5: Map of Guatemala showing the Maya 

Biosphere Reserve (Source: Jance in Sundberg 

2003) 

 

agriculture in the last twenty five years (ibid). Forty thousand hectares of primary forest 

are slashed and burned every year and forty percent of all private forests have been 

severely degraded (Reyes Mayen, Alberto, and Larrazabal B. 1996 in Clark 2000, Shriar 

2001).  

People 

The major problem with forest deforestation is attributed to a large migrant 

population of mixed ethnicity arriving from various regions of the country. 

Approximately fifty percent of the migrant population are ladinos (mixed European and 

indigenous) from the Orient in southern Guatemala (SEGEPLAN 1992, 76 in Sundberg 

1998). The second major ethnic group are the Q‟eqchi‟ from the Alta and Baja Verapaz 

and Izabal regions of Guatemala which are immediately south of the Peten and make up 

20% of the migrant population 

(Schwartz 1990, 256 in Sundberg 1998). 

Another fifteen percent of migrants 

come from Guatemala‟s indigenous 

highlands (SEGEPLAN 1991, 39 in 

Sundberg 1998). Guatemala is a country 

where nearly 60% of the population 

belongs to one of twenty-three 

indigenous or ethnic linguist groups 

(Sundberg 2003: 720).  

Most immigrants practice small 

subsistence farming and ranching although commonly families will be involved in other 
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activities such as gathering forest products or working as merchants or for transport 

companies. Other individuals work for NGOS, stores or restaurants (Sundberg 1998). 

Many regions of the northern Peten lack basic infrastructure such as schools, health 

service and transportation (Sedgeplan 1991 in Sundberg 1998). Gretzinger (1998) states 

that before the large flux of migrants arrived, residents spent 60-70% of their time 

extracting forest products for income and the remaining time growing crops for 

consumption. Currently, in many areas forests products such as chicle, allsprice and xate 

are harvested (ibid). Nations et al. (1998) estimated that 6,000 people in the Peten are 

involved in forest harvesting.  

Historical Background 

In the height of the Maya empire an estimated five million people inhabited the 

forests of Mexico, Belize and Guatemala. Today less that one million people can be 

found in this region, a small percentage of which are Mayan (Nations et al. 1998). The 

Maya of the Yucatan traditionally cultivated an area for two to three years and then let it 

re-grow during a period of seven to thirty years (Eastmond 2004). Traditionally the crops 

of beans, maize, squash, root crops and chilies were grown together, allowing each crop 

to provide a particular function. For example beans fix nitrogen while squash provides 

shade (ibid).  

The Guatemalan government formally encouraged the colonization of the Peten 

between 1958 and 1986 and land was distributed to small and large landowners 

(Sundberg 1998). Roads were financed by the government to encourage travel and cattle 

ranchers were provided with financial assistance by international agencies (Sundberg 

1998). The government hoped to encourage economic activities in the Peten through the 
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expansion of resource extractive processes (Sundberg 2006). Migration to the Peten was 

also seen by the government as a solution to the problem of political unrest that was 

building due to landlessness and poverty (ibid).  Furthermore, many people left for the 

Peten to escape the violence of Guatemala‟s civil war, which devastated the country for 

over thirty years (ibid). Due to these factors the population of the Peten grew from 25,000 

in 1964 to 500,000 in 2000 (Clark 2000). 

The recent problem of deforestation has been taken very seriously by the Guatemalan 

government and the general public. The Guatemalan public rallied against a new highway 

project for the Peten which would have likely increased deforestation rates (Ponciano 

1998). Under increasing public pressure, the Guatemalan government enacted numerous 

environmental policies. One of these acts, the Protected Areas Act was established in 

1989 and resulted in the formation of CONAP, the national protected areas council, 

which is responsible for the development of policy and implementation of management in 

protected areas (ibid). At the time, limited potential for oil mining existed so tourism and 

conservation seemed like the best use of the area (ibid). However, current threats to 

forests include illegal logging, cattle ranching and mining as 40% of the biosphere 

reserve is thought to contain petroleum (Rodstrom et al. 1998, ibid). 

Land Designation 

The Maya Biosphere Reserve is controlled by CONAP, which has designated 

some areas of the Maya Biosphere Reserve as buffer zones, where people are allowed to 

live, and core areas, where human access is restricted. Like Bosawas, the MBR is divided 

into core zones, which are highly protected, and agricultural and buffer zones, where 

sustainable development projects and conservation projects are implemented (Figure 6)  
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Fig.6: Map of the Maya Biosphere Reserve showing buffer zones, 

multiple use zones and nuclear (core) zones. (Source: Jance in 

Sundberg 2003) 

 

Politics  

Over fifty different non-governmental organizations participate in a variety of 

conservation and 

development projects in the 

Maya Biosphere Reserve 

(Carr 2006). One of the most 

important actors is USAID 

who co-founded the 

implementation of the reserve 

and contracted the Nature 

Conservancy, Cooperation 

for Assistance and Relief 

Everywhere (CARE) 

International, and Conservation 

International (Sundberg 2004). USAID contributed twenty million dollars, exclusive to 

the reserve, over three years for international development (Ponciano 1998). Another 

important actor was the German government, which contributed twenty-three million 

marks toward conservation in the southern buffer zone (ibid). These organisations look 

for sustainable solutions to deforestation and promote an agenda of conservation.  

Core Zone 

The core area of the Maya Biosphere Reserve is state land that cannot be bought or 

sold in which the military and CONAP maintain a presence to try to deter migrants from 

settling (Clark 2000, Gretzinger 1998). However, all property rights in the Peten, 
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including state, private, communal or open access, are subject to extreme pressure 

exerted by the colonization wave (Clark 2000). Although it does not have control over 

the buffer zones of the MBR, the Protected Areas Law, decree 4-89, gives CONAP 

control over the core of the Biosphere (Ferroukhi and Echeverría 2003). CONAP governs 

the MBR with a protectionist approach, with legal restrictions and punishment that are 

used against individuals who try to settle in the area (Ankerson and Barnes 2004). The 

Nature Conservancy and CONAP designated the boundaries of each zone by placing 

signs, markers and checkpoints in the area (Sundberg 1998). In frustration at the 

imposition of the biosphere reserve, the residents of the biosphere reserve burned several 

checkpoints in 1991 and 1993 (Cabrera 1991; Schwartz 1994 in Sundberg1998). Both the 

government and local people threaten to carryout organized resistance, kidnappings and 

land takeovers (Clark 2000). 

Institutional ambiguity limits the effectiveness of CONAP‟s protectionist approach in 

the protected areas. For instance, regional courts avoid dealing with land tenure issues for 

reasons related to elite corruption, fear of violent reprisal and the lack of clear guidelines 

(ibid). Furthermore, when clear decisions are reached, there is not a clear enforcement 

mechanism available as the national police do not deal with problems outside urban 

centers and the Peace Accords of 1996 restrict the actions of Guatemala‟s military (ibid). 

In 1996, various governmental groups entered negotiations with communities promising 

peaceful relocation to other areas, but in the end these promises were unrealistic due to 

land shortages (ibid).  
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Buffer Zone 

Unlike the core zone, there is a weak presence of government authority with limited 

enforcement and monitoring capacity in the buffer zone of the Maya Biosphere Reserve 

(Ponciano 1998). Currently the buffer zone in the MBR is mostly deforested and 

colonized while the core areas have considerable forest remaining (Ankerson and Barnes 

2004). Many members of CONAP have affiliations with logging and mining companies 

so alternative agendas are often put forward and the illegal cutting of species such as 

mahogany and cedar is very common while most NGOS encourage sustainable non-

timber extractive processes (Clark 2000, Gretzinger 1998, Ponciano 1998). According to 

Kaimowitz (2002) successful working forests need clear ownership designations and 

precise extractive rights regulations. This was recognized by Pro-Peten, the local branch 

of Conservation International, which was under the direction of Carlos Soza, a resident of 

the Peten (Ankerson and Barnes 2004).  Pro-Peten designed a concession system that was 

implemented by CONAP in many communities in the multiple use zone of the MBR. 

This concession system allowed communities to receive twenty-five years of exclusive 

resource access to a specified area (ibid). Communities were required to produce a land 

management plan and building agreement which was then signed by CONAP and the 

legal representative of the community (ibid). The communities were able to participate in 

the planning and decision making process of the land use agreement (Conway 1998). 

Local knowledge was combined with scientific knowledge and the community reached a 

consensus with members of Pro-Peten on the implementation and planning of sustainable 

forestry (Conway 1998). The zones were then registered with the National Institute of 

Agrarian Transformation, Guatemala‟s land titling agency (Ankerson and Barnes 2004). 
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However, under this system the subsurface area still belongs to the state and mining or 

petroleum exploration can begin at any time, with small compensations given to the 

community (ibid). Communities must also pay concession fees to the government and 

under the management plan they are not allowed to clear any more land (ibid). 

By 1990, almost all of the buffer areas had been partitioned into forest concessions 

under the control of communities (ibid). The largest concessions are Carmelita with 

53,000 hectares and Uaxatun with 83,000 hectares (ibid). By most accounts deforestation 

slows as the communities exercise their rights to the land that they have been granted 

(ibid). While this is certainly a step toward community-based conservation, this situation 

is not ideal as land rights are short-term and incomplete, and top down regulations are 

still implemented through non-violent coercion.  

Municipal Governments 

Due to the rapid deforestation and the lack of central government power to deal with 

it, a large movement toward decentralized forest management began in the 1990‟s 

(Ferroukhi and Echeverría 2003). The Peace Accords stressed the importance of strong 

municipal governments and by 2003 there were 138,000 ha of municipal community 

owned land in the Peten (ibid) 

The movement from national to local governance has not been without problems but 

genuine steps have been taken toward municipal forest management. One major problem 

with municipal councils is that they are sometimes appointed by the national government 

and because of this; they undermine local leadership (Wittman 2002 in Ferroukhi and 

Echeverría 2003). However, municipal officials sometimes adapt to existing relations or 

include local leaders. Municipal forestry administrations have been assigned to play an 
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important role in natural resource protection. They help design forest management plans, 

collect taxes on lumber and improve communication with citizens (Ferroukhi and 

Echeverría 2003). The decentralization policies have helped municipal government 

offices to increase communication with the national governing natural resource body, 

INAB, and increase funding for natural resources within communities (ibid). 

NGO Discourse 

Government and NGO personnel openly express that the migrants are responsible for 

the deforestation of the Peten. Project staff state that “each day, the protected areas are 

increasingly threatened by the invasion of landless peasants” (CATIE/OLAFO 1992, 1 in 

Sundberg 1998). CONAP notes that that “the greatest threat (to the forest) comes from 

the uncontrolled migrant frontier” (CONAP 1992, 50 in Sundberg 1998). According to 

another NGO, the migrant farmer is "searching for a solution to their problems, at the 

cost of destroying the most important basis for development (the forest)” (SEGEPLAN 

1992, 13 in Sundberg 1998). This discourse is also seen in scholarly articles. Nations et 

al. (1998) states that the rapid transformation of this land into pastures and wasteland is 

providing little benefit to the people who inhabit this region and live in poverty. In his 

opinion, the people of this area are limiting their potential economic futures and 

destroying a life sustaining forest (Nations et al. 1998). These statements imply that the 

destruction of the environment is a choice and not a necessity. 

The discourse that migrants practice swidden agriculture because they lack 

knowledge of other techniques and that they reproduce the farming practices that worked 

in other Guatemalan regions out of ignorance is widespread across conservation 

organizations (Sundberg 1998). However, Care International conducted a survey that 
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found that majority of migrants arrived in 1973-1974, which means that they have spent 

approximately forty years farming the land and hence understand their environment. This 

migrant as culprit discourse leads to untrue conclusions concerning who is responsible for 

environmental degradation (ibid). 

The work of Carlos Soza, a resident of the Peten whose family had a long history of 

forest collection and the Director of Pro-Peten, had considerable influence on how the 

people of the Peten were viewed (Sundberg 2006). Soza suggested that there are two 

groups of people in the Peten: Peterneros (meaning of the Peten) and Surenos (meaning of 

south-eastern Guatemala). Although the term Peternero previously only designated a 

place of origin (and included both Ladino and Mayan communities), it has now been co-

opted by conservation organizations to refer to communities that have historically relied 

on sustainable forest collection (ibid). The term Sureno, is now used by conservationist to 

refer to communities that practice intensive agricultural methods (ibid). Soza master‟s 

thesis, published in 1996, named which communities could be classified as Peternero and 

which could be classified as Sureno. These classifications, enshrined as being completely 

objective, were based on the age of the settlement of the community and also their 

specific way of interacting with nature (Soza 1996 in Sundberg 2006). This work had 

particular impact on Conservation International which from this work believed that 

communities that had inhabited the Peten for a longer period of time were more 

ecologically conscious (Sundberg 2006). 

With Soza‟s thesis the discourse of conservationists changed from “migrants” that 

destroy the environment to “new migrants” that destroy the environment (ibid). 

Peterneros tended to be more educated than Surenos because of socio-economic 
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differences, and this, in combination with conservationist impressions of both groups, led 

to their opinions being more highly valued by conservationists (ibid). While the opinions 

of Sureno are largely ignored, conservationists often assumed that Peterneros had 

environmental agendas and readily offer them jobs (ibid). Peterneros are now seen as 

legitimate forest dwellers with special knowledge and environmental culture, impressions 

which are mobilized by Peterneros in their interactions with conservationists (ibid). 

Although the Itza Mayan people, who are long term inhabitants of the Peten, are 

included in the Peternero designation, they are less incorporated in decision making 

processes on the reserve (ibid). The lower socioeconomic status of the Itza Maya people 

means that they usually do not have the educational background to be hired as staff 

members with NGOs (ibid). Furthermore, due to poor initial impressions, the Itza Maya 

people are reluctant to interact with conservation NGOs leading to lower participation in 

decision making processes (ibid). 

Summary 

Deforestation due to high population growth is one of the major challenges for 

conservationists in the Maya Biosphere Reserve. Land shortages, the Guatemalan Civil 

War and formal government encouragement made migrating to the Peten an attractive 

option for many impoverished Guatemalan citizens. The political actors in the MBR are 

CONAP, USAID, The Nature Conservancy, CARE, Conservation International, and the 

German government. The core area of the Maya Biosphere Reserve is governed through a 

protectionist approach, but institutional ambiguity makes enforcement difficult. Most 

areas of the buffer zones are governed through a concession system designed by 

Conservation International. The dominant conservation discourse is that the migrants are 
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responsible for the deforestation in the Peten and wealthy Peterneros are favored over 

other residents.      

 

DISCUSSION 

POWER: How did the power relations between conservation organizations and 

indigenous people influence both the process and the result of negotiations on both 

biosphere reserves? 

Bosawas Biosphere Reserve 

The complex history of the Miskito and Mayangna people of the Bosawas region has 

made them very powerful. Firstly, they have a long history of occupying the region and 

have formed complex social and political organizations. Secondly, their forced 

participation in the Contra wars against the Sandinista government resulted in both a 

large increase in the number of weapons in the Bosawas region and the training and 

motivation of the people to defend their rights and territory. This is seen in the continued 

presence of three armed groups in the reserve and statements made by various NGOs and 

government officials that admit that they have limited control over the region. The power 

of the indigenous groups in Bosawas limits the power the Nature Conservancy, USAID 

and the German Government. The Nicaraguan government also has limited control over 

this region which means that none of these groups can simply enter the reserve and 

dictate a new lifestyle to its inhabitants.  

This power relation is likely connected to the process and results of negotiations 

between the indigenous groups of the reserve and the NGO and government groups 

involved. The Nature Conservancy‟s project report details a community-based 
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conservation approach where the communities and their local governance structures were 

carefully consulted and gave the final word of approval for the environmental 

management plans. This is also seen in the end result of the process, which was that all 

six indigenous groups received official territorial land claims and the means to which 

they could defend their territory from mestizo settlers.  

Maya Biosphere Reserve 

The majority of the people in the MBR are migrants from other regions of Guatemala 

that arrived in the 1970‟s as a result of political unrest from Guatemala‟s civil war and 

due to government encouragement to develop the Peten. Although there are some large 

settlements with wealthy inhabitants, the majority of migrants live in poverty. This allows 

the NGOs, of which the most important are Conservation International, the Nature 

Conservancy and CARE, to exercise their plans without much opposition from the 

residents of the MBR.  

These power relations can be seen in both the process and the result of negotiations in 

the Peten. The NGOs operate through force and intimidation in the core area of the MBR, 

using a protectionist approach, and through a concession system and municipal 

governance in the buffer zone. The concession system allows a community to design and 

carry out a management plan which is re-evaluated after twenty-five years, providing a 

degree of land security and community involvement. Through recent decentralization to 

municipal governments, communities have increased their control over their natural 

resources. Likely due to unequal power relations, the people of the MBR were only 

involved in the decision making process in a limited way and this can be considered a 

modified community-based conservation approach. 
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PERSPECTIVE: How did the goals of each party differ, and how were goals 

influenced by the perspective of each party? 

Bosawas Biosphere Reserve  

The Miskito and Mayangna peoples of Bosawas wanted secure land tenure which 

included the ability to defend their lands against mining and logging companies and the 

encroachment of mestizo settlers. The Nature Conservancy and USAID wanted to carry 

out their mandate of protecting biological diversity and conserving this area so that they 

could give favorable reports to their sponsors.  

It is highly likely that the negotiations were shaped by the perceptions of what each 

groups could offer. The indigenous people recognized that the NGOs could provide large 

amounts of funding which would help them map their lands, put political pressure on the 

government, and promote their agenda to government offices. Alternatively, the NGOs 

viewed the indigenous peoples as “traditional conservationists” and had a favorable 

impression of the indigenous resource use practices. Due to the Autonomy Law, the 

adjustments to the Nicaraguan constitution, the Awas Tingni court case and the resulting 

Indigenous Demarcation Law, the NGOs likely saw a high potential of achieving the 

designation of indigenous territory in Bosawas and hence restricting the population size 

on the reserve.  

Maya Biosphere Reserve 

The Mayan and Ladino people of the Peten also want a secure livelihood and reliable 

control over land while the multiple NGOs involved in the MBR are interested in the 

conservation of natural resources. The fact that the majority of the population are 

migrants and that the population in the Peten is rapidly increasing, likely changes the 
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perspective of both the people of the Peten and the conservation organizations. The 

people of the Peten feel more insecure about their future, and the conservation 

organizations view the people of the MBR as problems for conservation. This was 

demonstrated in various statements indicating that the migrants are responsible for 

deforestation and that there is an “uncontrolled migrant frontier.” Because of this 

perspective, conservation organizations believed that the way that these goals could be 

actualized was through protecting the natural resources from the people of the Peten, 

especially the Surenos, who were designated as more environmentally destructive than 

the Peterneros. 

 

SELECTIVE INCLUSION: Which parties were entirely excluded from these 

negotiations and what were the justifications for this exclusion? 

Bosawas Biosphere Reserve 

 In Bosawas the mestizo settlers who have moved to the area as a result of the 

Contra War and due to land shortages in other regions are excluded from negotiations 

with NGOs and the state. Clear statements by the Nature Conservancy identify these 

migrants as problems for conservation. The indigenous people of Bosawas are seen as 

“traditional conservationist” and large amounts of funding from NGOs have been put 

toward a sustainable partnership with these communities. 

Maya Biosphere Reserve   

 Similarly, in the MBR, conservation organization have adopted a new way of 

designating people, and then used this designation to exclude some groups from the 

limited negotiations that did take place. Soza‟s (1996) master‟s thesis identified two 
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groups of people in the Peten based on the amount of time they have resided in the Peten 

and on their relationship with the forests. The Peterneros, who practice forest collection 

and have been in the area longer, have also been designated as “traditional 

conservationists.” Due to this classification, they are included in discussion about the 

management of the reserve and are often hired as NGO staff members. Surenos, who 

have been in the Peten for less time, are mainly ignored by the NGO staff as they are not 

seen to hold conservationist values. Socio-economic factors also play a large role in 

whether residents are included in decision making processes. This is seen in the Peten 

where the opinion of wealthy Ladino residents is more highly valued than the opinion of 

impoverished Itza Mayan residents.  

Conservation organizations in Bosawas relied heavily on the notions of the 

indigenous people‟s natural connection to nature. Some assumptions that are often held 

by conservation organizations are that indigenous people are natural stewards, that the 

history of indigenous peoples is static and that their future practices will be the same as 

their present practices (Eghenter 2002). Redford and Sanderson (2000) demonstrates how 

the idea of being “noble ecological savages” is often used cynically by indigenous people 

because they know how it can be important for negotiating land claims with conservation 

organization. However, when cultural traits are taken as “innate”, differences between 

social groups can be seen as “biologically determined” and once this occurs it is easy to 

justify the exclusion of individuals from resources and political decisions (Sundberg 

2006: 259). Alternatively, in the Maya Biosphere Reserve the original indigenous 

inhabitants, the Itza Maya, are largely ignored by conservation organizations. This 
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suggests that the discourse of the “noble ecological savage” is only used when this 

discourse is convenient.  

Transition from a protectionist approach to a community-based conservation 

approach has been done with exclusionary practices in mind. In both biosphere reserves, 

people are included, to some extent, in the decision making processes that affect their 

land and livelihood. However, some residents, who have been driven to these areas by 

political and social conflict, are left out of these negotiation and clearly blamed as the 

perpetrators of forest destruction. In this new phase of conservation, powerful 

conservation organizations selectively choose populations that use relatively sustainable 

practices and helping them gain more control over land and resources, at the expense of 

other groups.  

CONCLUSION 

Complex political and social negotiations take place in biosphere reserves concerning 

the control and access to land. Power relations between indigenous peoples and 

conservation organization dictate whether communities are involved in the decision 

making process and what the outcome of that process is. The perspective of both parties 

influences these relations as if both sides feel they can benefit from a partnership than it 

is more likely to be entered into. Finally it is arguable that community-based conservation 

practices can really be seen as a selective inclusion practice where conservation 

organizations work through communities to gain control over both the population and the 

resource impact that occurs on a biosphere reserve. 

 

  



 48 

SUMMARY OF KEY POINTS 

 Conservation Biology is a process with complex social and political 

dimensions. 

 In the Bosawas Biosphere Reserve, social and historical factors resulted in 

the indigenous biosphere residents holding considerable power. In the Maya 

Biosphere Reserve these factors resulted in the residents holding limited 

power.  

 Both the Bosawas Biosphere Reserve and the Maya Biosphere Reserve 

demonstrate that successful partnerships between conservation organizations 

and local people require both parties to benefit. 

 In Bosawas the power and perspectives of NGO, government, and residents 

resulted in a community-based conservation approach. Alternatively, in the 

Maya Biosphere Reserve these factors resulted in both a protectionists and 

partial community-based conservation approach. 

 The practice of community-based conservation involves the inclusion of 

certain groups at the expense of other groups. In Bosawas and the Maya 

Biosphere some local people were excluded from negotiations and blamed for 

deforestation. 
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