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NEWSLETTER

A grave threat to PfB’s Rio Bravo Conservation 
Management Area has been defeated by a coalition of 
national and international stakeholders organized by 
PfB Executive Director Edilberto Romero! This is indeed 
good news. A proposed road project would have cut through 
the eastern side of the Rio Bravo, allowing poachers easy 
access to the forest and disrupting wildlife with heavy 
traffic on what is now a quiet dirt road with 4 to 5 vehicles 
per day. The road would have connected Mennonite 
communities north and south of the property. It was 
officially cancelled by the government of Belize in 2022, 
after environmental groups highlighted the devastating 
impact the road building would have on the nature of 
Belize. We will remain vigilant to ensure the road project is 
not revived at a future date.

The (Newest) Jewel in the Crown of the Maya Forest 
In late April 2021, The Nature Conservancy announced a 
remarkable conservation win for Central America, and 
Belize in particular. With partners from around the world a 
vast 260,000-acre tract known as The Belize Maya Forest 
was put into permanent conservation. That acreage, a 
huge number for a country with only 5 million acres, abuts 
Programme for Belize’s (PfB) Rio Bravo Conservation and 
Management Area (250,000 acres). Together the two tracts 
are over 500,000 acres—about 9% of the total land mass  
in Belize. 

This remarkable property is nestled in the center of the 
Selva Maya, a 38-million-acre tropical forest that covers 
parts of Mexico, Belize, and Guatemala. This area also 
hosts high densities of Jaguars, and hundreds of species 
of resident tropical birds and migrant birds from North 
America. The joint conservation goals of Programme 
for Belize and the Belize Maya Forest, and the extensive 
shared border between the two properties, ensure each 
organization can provide maximum conservation  
outcomes while minimizing costs.

Protecting the Belize Maya Forest ensured the land would 
not be cleared for agriculture or fragmented into mixed use. 
The conservation value of the land is increased by reducing 
the border that needs to be patrolled for both parcels, 
providing resiliency to the landscape by increasing the 
connectivity of protected parcels, sequestering carbon,  
and protecting biodiversity.

Programme for Belize (PfB) Update
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The COVID-19 pandemic devastated the tourism industry 
in Belize. Although tourism is not as robust as it was pre-
pandemic, the staff of PfB are welcoming visitors again and 
have upgraded their facilities. In April 2022, Programme for 
Belize (PfB) received a grant of $25,000 from the  
Mass Audubon’s Belize Conservation Fund to address 
important infrastructure projects to improve the visitor 
experience and staff needs.  

Improvements include
• Doubled battery bank capacity at La Milpa: enough to 

supply 100% of the energy demand when the lodge is  
at full capacity

• Replaced two aging solar systems at ranger stations: 
one at North Gate and one at Bergen Gate, allowing 
electricity for the staff at these facilities

• Repaired the ice machine, freezer, and water purifier 
• Upgraded the hot water system
• Repaired the all-important education building, including 

replacing three bathrooms and repairing the veranda
• Repairs and reroofing the thatch on 2 cabanas

NEW La Milpa Wildlife Observation Hide 
Observing wildlife in their natural habitat is one of the most 
delightful and one of the most difficult things to do in the 
tropical rainforest. Animals see or hear you long before you 
get close to them. Using a wildlife observation blind at a 
strategic location can increase the chances of seeing  
elusive wildlife.  

Previously, a makeshift hide at the La Milpa food-waste dump 
allowed bird watchers to get closer looks at hard-to-spot 
birds like Rufous-tailed Jacamar, White-breasted Wood-
wren, and Stub-tailed Spade-bill. In November 2021, a visitor, 
William Warham from the United Kingdom, visited La Milpa 
and decided to fund a wildlife blind at La Milpa.  

PfB staff at La Milpa designed and built the wooden 
observation blind along the edge of a pond. The structure is 
eight feet high and can accommodate up to eight people.  
A few lucky guests have already enjoyed the hide, and the 
reviews are very good. With the hope that there will an 
increase in visitors beginning in November 2022, PfB staff are 
looking forward sharing these enhanced wildlife encounters.  

Recently, the PfB team set up a camera trap near the pond to 
capture images of wildlife visitors. Happily, Belize’s national 
animal, the Baird’s Tapir, was photographed swimming 
across the pond!

Restarting PfB Ecotourism Operations

Rufous-tailed Jacamar

Baird’s Tapir

La Milpa



From the establishment of the Rio Bravo Conservation and 
Management Area (RBCMA) in 1988 and through 2010, the 
fire threat to the reserve was low. PfB rangers were able  
to control small fires that occurred across the  
conservation area.  

However, the impacts of climate change and the increased 
deforestation for agriculture around the reserve have greatly 
increased the number and size of these fires. Rangers 
Marcos Corado and Abner Tillett actively educate and 
work with residents in the surrounding communities to 
strengthen awareness, report fires, and assist in combatting 
fires near the reserve. These communities include the  
Indian Creek Mennonite Community, Rancho Dolores and 
Lemonal villages. 

As a complement to community efforts, the PfB forestry 
staff and rangers have established a fire management team. 
This team runs an annual weeklong training at Hill Bank 
Field Station to build and reinforce knowledge of wildfire 
preparedness. Training topics include suppression tactics, 
fire prevention, fuel loads, controlled burns, and developing 
burn plans, as well as the skills in building controlled burns. 
The training includes one day of classes, three days of 
preparing fire lines, and a full day of creating and managing 
a prescribed burn of over 2,000 acres within the Rancho 
Dolores Pine Savannah.

The prescribed burn takes place once a year to reduce the 
size and intensity of wildfires during the dry season. This 
practice enables access into previously inaccessible areas 
and provides fire-break lines in the event of a wildfire.    

Monitoring and enforcement are critical parts of fire 
management. This year, the Lemonal Boundary Savannah 
and the Yalbac area (with portions around the San Felipe 
Pine Savannah) showed concerning fire threats. Most of  
the fires, especially within the San Felipe Pine Savannah, 
were set by hunters entering this area looking for white-
tailed deer and white-collared peccary. Other threat  
sources include:

• Mennonite farmers continuing to clear and burn  
their lands near the RBCMA lands; 

• local suspects retaliating by lighting fires within  
the San Felipe Pine Savannah  

Thanks to the generous supporters of the Belize 
Conservation Fund, the rangers of Hill Bank now have a new 
ATV (All-Terrain Vehicle) to enhance patrols. With the new 
Honda ATV, they will now be able increase the areas of patrol 
and therefore, find poachers much more efficiently.

In addition, rangers have added drones into their 
monitoring work. Drones are a crucial tool in fire detection 
and suppression, providing real-time information on the 
location, size, and direction of a fire. Rangers get ongoing 
training operation and maintenance to maximize the utility 
of the drones.

Fire Management (PfB)



Fire Management and Training 
A priority for TIDE’s resource protection work is wildfire 
suppression. TIDE staff operate fire management training 
sessions (via a consultancy) for organizations and 
communities in the Maya Forrest Corridor of Central Belize. 
There were two sessions in February and December of 2021. 
TIDE was able to train 24 individuals.  

Resource Protection and Patrols in Southern Belize 
In 2021, TIDE conducted 1720 patrols within the three 
protected areas: Paynes Creek National Park (PCNP), Port 
Honduras Marine Reserve (PHMR) and TIDE private protected 
lands. The ongoing presence of TIDE rangers in protected 
areas ensures that regulations are being followed and 
violators are punished. For example, the use of gill nets is 
illegal in the Port Honduras Marine Reserve (PHMR). Rangers 
caught 16 infractions on their patrols and these nets were 
removed from the reserve. 

Research & Monitoring Hawksbill Turtles 
Research and monitoring are an integral part of Port 
Honduras Marine Reserve (PHMR) management. Monitoring 
in 2021 and 2022, included surveys on turtles, lobster, conch, 
sea cucumber, coral health, reef fish, reef benthic habitat, 
and coral bleaching.  

In 2020, Mario Muschamp and rangers from the PCNP and 
TPPL teams reintroduced the monitoring of turtle nests. 
They covered the area along the Punta Ycacos coastline up 
to the Monkey River with frequent patrols. For the 2021 turtle 
nesting season, there were ~7,284 eggs laid at 53 nesting 
sites. Of those, ~4,689 hatchlings emerged successfully. The 
remaining eggs or nests were found to be infertile, damaged, 
or predated.  

In the past few years, there has been a notable increase 
in turtle nesting sites. Ongoing research and monitoring, 
spearheaded by the TIDE Rangers at the Paynes Creek 

National Park, have led to increased knowledge of the 
Hawksbill turtles nesting habits between April and 
November each year. Turtles are hunted primarily for their 
meat. The species, as well as their habitat, is endangered. 
They are sometimes caught in gill nets which are now 
banned in Belize. TIDE rangers are vigilant about monitoring 
fisherfolk to make certain they are not using gill nets. 

Yellow-Headed Parrot Nesting 
The Yellow-Headed Parrot is an endangered species as 
parrots are prime targets for poachers. The birds are often 
captured and sold into the pet trade. With most poaching 
occurring in the forest reserves surrounding Payne’s Creek 
National Park (PNCP), members of TIDE’s terrestrial team 
have set up an artificial nest box program to offer greater 
protection and increase the survival of this endangered 
species. TIDE staff carefully monitor the breeding success 
in both artificial and natural nests. During the 2021 season, 
28 nests were active yielding 68 eggs. 51 chicks successfully 
hatched with 26 who fledged without intervention and 12 
chicks were extracted and sent to the Belize Bird Rescuer 
(BBR) for captive rearing and then returned into the wild 
population. 

Community Development 
PADI Open Water Dive Training: In Punta Gorda, in 2021, 
TIDE, in partnership with Access to Opportunity, trained 
20 youths to be PADI SCUBA-certified. This program trains 
and supports young people to take their first fin-kicks 
to a future in in research, tourism, and environmental 
management. Many of these youths have assisted with 
TIDE marine monitoring tasks such as the annual Belize 
Fisheries Department National Conch Survey which was 
conducted the week of August 29th, 2022. In August 2022, 13 
youths completed Open Water certification while 4 who had 
done the training last year, increased their skills to merit 
Advanced Certification.

Toledo Institute for  
Development and  
Environment  
(TIDE)
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PfB and TIDE Remain Committed to the Future  
of Conservation Through Education 
In addition to eco-tourism, a mainstay of the success of both 
PfB and TIDE has been their commitment to support local 
students who would not otherwise have the opportunity to 
gain a good education. Education is not free in Belize. The 
scholarship funds (provided by the Mass Audubon Belize 
Conservation Fund supporters) make all the difference to 
many students in surrounding communities. This support 
provides career opportunities, including environmentally 
sound alternatives to fishing, farming, logging, hunting, and 
other activities that threaten protected lands. 

Generous donors to Mass Audubon’s Belize Conservation 
Fund have supported the scholarship programs for many 
years. Both TIDE and PfB have given support to families 
to help them meet the high financial costs of education. 
Scholarship funding can cover tuition, fees, uniforms, and/or 
textbooks. Eligible students can be at any level of schooling. 
Thank you for your support. Together we can work to protect 
the unique biodiversity of Belize. 

Red-legged Honeycreeper

Mass Audubon President,  
David O’Neill, visited PfB in  
spring of 2022
This was his first trip to Belize, and he was thrilled with his 
experience in the 250,000+-acre Rio Bravo Preserve. David 
states, “I was moved by the ecological diversity of the Preserve, 
the variety of birds, as well as the kindness of  
the Belizean people, including the wonderful staff of PfB.   

“We had terrific wildlife spotting, including a nine-foot 
Morelet’s Crocodile, a dance of three Fork-tailed Flycatchers, a 
beautiful Ocellated Turkey, over 70 species of birds including 
Great Curassow, Red-legged Honeycreeper, Yellow-throated 
Euphonia & five species of parrots including Brown-headed 
Parrot and Red-lored Parrot.”



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, and pioneering award-winning 
initiatives that are being replicated as models of 
sustainable development elsewhere. 

Contact Information:
Celia Mahung, Executive Director

Toledo Institute for
Development and Environment,

Punta Gorda Town, Belize
tidebelize.org  •  facebook.com/TIDEBZE

The Programme for Belize (PfB) is a Belizean, nonprofit 
organization, established in 1988 to conserve the natural 
heritage of Belize and to promote the 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 consists of 21 ecosystems that 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 332 species of birds, 20% of 
which 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.  

Contact Information:
Edilberto Romero, Executive Director

Programme for Belize, Belize City, Belize
pfbelize.org 

facebook.com/pages/PROGRAMME-FOR-BELIZE


