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In Anticipation…
Mass Audubon has been in close conversation 
with The Nature Conservancy, World Land Trust, 
Rainforest Trust, and others about a potential 
260,000-acre conservation transaction directly 
south of and adjacent to the Rio Bravo Conservation 
and Management Area in Belize. If successful, this 
remarkable opportunity will double the protected 
area to 520,000 acres and fill a critical gap in the 
vast forested network of the Selva Maya spanning 
Belize, Guatemala, and Mexico’s Yucatán Peninsula. 
We should know more in early 2021!

The Impact of COVID-19 on the Conservation Activities of Programme for Belize (PfB) 
and Toledo Institute for Development and Environment (TIDE)
The COVID-19 pandemic has devastated the tourism 
industry around the world. The travel and tourism sector in 
Belize represents over one-third of Belize’s GDP in 2019, 
which makes it the most tourism-dependent economy in 
continental Latin America. Unsurprisingly, the tremendous 
loss of tourism to Belize has hit our conservation partners 
very hard.

PfB has had no visitors at La Milpa since last March 
when the pandemic struck and the borders were closed. 
Additionally, travel restrictions within the country meant 
the loss of local visitors and school groups. COVID-19 has 
also shattered PfB’s Sustainable Forest Management Plan 
by halting the sale of sustainable timber, thereby creating 

an additional financial loss. As a result of this severe 
revenue deficit, PfB has had to reduce its workforce and 
cut salaries for the remaining staff by as much as 50 
percent. This has directly impacted its ability to protect the 
390 species of birds, 70 species of mammals (including 
15 species of conservation concern, such as the Jaguar, 
Puma, Margay, Ocelot, and Howler and Spider Monkeys), and 
200 species of trees that are found in its 254,000 acres of 
tropical forest. 

TIDE has been forced to close its TIDE Tours program as 
well as cancel all education and outreach programs in its 
neighboring communities. It has also cut staff and reduced 
salaries for the remaining employees. 



In addition to ecotourism, a mainstay of the success of both PfB 

and TIDE has been their ability to support local students who 

would not otherwise have the opportunity to gain a good education. 

This, in turn, opens up career opportunities that provide an 

environmentally sound alternative to farming, logging, hunting, 

and other activities that threaten protected lands. 

Education is not free in Belize. The scholarship funds (provided 

by the Mass Audubon Belize Conservation Fund supporters) have 

been vital to many communities that live near both organizations. 

PfB and TIDE Remain Committed 
to Their Conservation Future 
Through Education

The executive director of PfB, Edilberto 
Romero, acknowledges how one such 
scholarship changed his life. 

“When I was in primary school in August Pine 

Ridge, there were several children (12, 13, and 14 

years old) completing primary school but were 

unable to move on to high school because of the 

cost and challenge to travel to the town or city 

to attend—or, for some, because of the high cost 

of tuition, uniform, transportation, meals, and 

accommodation. In fact, if I had not received a 

scholarship from the then-called Rotary Annes, 

the only path to earning a living that would  

have been available to me would have been 

through activities that are detrimental to  

our natural resources.  

This educational support continues to open the 

doors to a brighter future for many other high 

school students. Through PfB’s scholarship 

program, thanks to the annual support of the 

Mass Audubon Belize Conservation Fund, we 

are able to provide six to seven high school 

scholarships to students from four to six 

communities. The tuition these scholarships cover 

opens the doors to a brighter future. Education is 

key to breaking the poverty cycle, thereby reducing 

dependence on activities that threaten our Rio 

Bravo Conservation and Management Area.”

Protecting the waters of the Port Honduras Marine Reserve from 
overfishing and illegal fishing has been a critical job for TIDE’s 
rangers. TIDE director Celia Mahung notes, “Since March 2020, we 
have seen an increase in illegal fishing activity as former tour guides, who 
would have earned an income from sustainable sports fishing and tourism, 
have resorted to fishing as a means of revenue. We are seeing an increased 
number of fishers in the marine reserve on a daily basis.”

Payne’s Creek National Park (PCNP) covers an area of 38,000 acres 
and is home to the endangered Yellow-headed Parrot (Amazona 
oratrix), one of over 300 resident and migrant birds recorded in the 
park. This ecosystem is now increasingly vulnerable to an increase 
in poaching, illegal logging, and illegal fishing. Mahung reports 
that there has already been an increase in hunting, and TIDE’s 
remaining rangers have found and destroyed illegal hunting camps 
on the park’s borders. 

The Impact of COVID-19 (continued)
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Thinking of Traveling 
to Belize?

The country began preparing 
for international visitors 
months ago, with an original 
goal of reopening on August 
15. Unfortunately, a surge in 
coronavirus cases worldwide 
led the island nation to 
postpone its reopening. 
However, as of early 
November, Belize began again 
to welcome tourists from all 
around the world.

If you are planning a trip, 
we strongly recommend 
you check in with the Belize 
Embassy and the US State 
Department. 

If you wish to plan a birding 
or nature tour contact former 
travel director Karen O’Neill at 
kobirdbrain@gmail. Or PfB at 
tourism@pfbelize.org.

“Thanks to Mass Audubon and a few other 

donors, we have been able to maintain our 

high school book scholarships. Students have 

not been in school since late March, but TIDE’s 

teachers have prepared work packages for 

children to study from their homes. We have 

43 students on the book scholarship, and 

we are also supporting a fisher’s daughter 

who has begun pursuing an associate degree 

at the University of Belize. This is our third 

tertiary level scholarship for the children of 

fishers. We are proud to report that in June of 

this year, seven of our scholarship recipients 

graduated from high school.”

Decades of dedicated, committed efforts 

by both organizations have brought 

about significant and sustainable 

environmental protections to Belize. 

Donations to their programs made 

through Mass Audubon have helped to 

initiate and expand these efforts. While 

the immediate future is still uncertain 

due to COVID-19, the country is preparing 

to welcome international visitors again. 

Eventually, ecotourism will once again 

underpin these vital ecological programs. 

In the meantime, your support will help 

to ensure that the gains made over the 

years will not be lost and that, eventually, 

the level of critical conservation 

protection you have helped to bring about 

will return to its optimal levels. 

Despite the pandemic, work is still being 

done at every level to protect Belize’s vital 

tropical ecosystems. Your investment 

in these efforts has made an impact in 

the past. Please consider making a gift 

again this year. You can help us help 

our partners hold on to what has been 

achieved and be poised to resume their 

level of conservation activities as soon as 

it is safe and feasible. Thank you.

Celia Mahung – Director of TIDE 

La Milpa

Education (continued)
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The Toledo Institute for Development and Environment (TIDE) was 
founded in 1997 to meet the growing environmental and development 
needs of the Toledo District, the southernmost district of Belize. TIDE 
was conceived as a grassroots initiative in response to the negative 
environmental effects from activities such as manatee poaching, 
illegal fishing, illegal logging, destructive farming methods, and other 
types of unsustainable development. Initially started by volunteers, 
TIDE has now grown to include 30 paid staff. 

The Toledo Institute of Development and Environment (TIDE) is one of 
the leading conservation organizations in Central America working to 
protect some of the most pristine coastal and marine ecosystems. The 
areas that TIDE protects include at least 39 species of international 
concern, including Jaguar, Yellow-headed Parrot, Guatemalan Black 
Howler Monkey, Baird’s Tapir, West Indian Manatee, Hawksbill Sea 
Turtle, and Great Hammerhead Shark. In partnership with the Belize 
government, the organization manages three protected areas in the 
Caribbean, as well as pioneering award-winning initiatives that are 
being replicated as models of sustainable development elsewhere. 

The Programme for Belize (PfB) is a Belizean, nonprofit organization, 
established in 1988 to conserve the natural heritage of Belize and to 
promote wise use of its natural resources. Its mission is to preserve 
and protect 262,00 acres of tropical forest in northern Belize, the 
Rio Bravo Conservation and Management Area (RBCMA). This vitally 
important area represents approximately 4 percent of Belize’s total 
land area. In terms of natural vegetation communities, the RBCMA is 
the most diverse protected area in Belize. 

The RBCMA consist of 21 ecosystems which provide habitat for a wide 
cross section of biodiversity including the five wild cats found in 
Central America, 15 mammal species of conservation concern, and 
390 species of birds of which 20% are migratory bird species. PfB 
operates 2 facilities for visitors and researchers—La Milpa and Hill 
Bank Field Stations. PfB is striving for financial self-sufficiency for the 
protected area over time through earned revenue from ecotourism 
and sustainable forestry.  
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