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MESSAGE FROM THE 
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR 
It is dark as the group of students from the 
University of South Wales depart from Las 
Cuevas Research Station (LCRS) with Rafael 
Mesh, Caretaker of LCRS. The aim is to reach 
the tower lookout, just in time to observe 
sunrise over the Chiquibul-Maya Mountains.  
 

The early hike takes out the first sweat on everyone in the group, but it is all worth it. 
From the tower, the landscape view is impressive!! Mesh explains that the landscape 
observed is that of the largest terrestrial protected area in Belize. Foggy clouds appear, 
far and near due to the first rays of sunlight hitting the forest and the hidden understory 
streams. The diverse shades of green of the forest comes into light. As far as the eye can 
see ƙ it is forest and more forest. But as large as the Chiquibul National Park is, with over 
285,000 acres this area cannot survive on its own. 
 
In August of 2021, the Government through the Ministry of Sustainable Development, 
Climate Change and Disaster Risk Management aimed to streamline FCDƜs activities in 
the Western Maya Mountains more specifically in six locations including the Chiquibul 
National Park, Vaca Forest Reserve, Bald Hills in the Mountain Pine Ridge Forest 
Reserve and LCRS in the Chiquibul Forest Reserve. Although several program activities 
are still pending, it is clear to us that a landscape approach is critical and imperative. This 
year a Landscape Communication Strategy was developed, and a Landscape Manager 
joined the team. Identifying connectivity and synergism between the various programs 
such as enforcement and research is key so that improvements in management 
effectiveness occur in the areas where we work. This has been the steady task at hand 
for the Landscape Technician. The Landscape Communication Strategy on the other 
hand, identifies the different tier stakeholders and it is breath taking to learn of the 
multiple individuals and institutions that we will need to communicate with externally. 
Internally, good communication among the different program Units has also been 
identified as a limiting factor and steps to improve are underway.                                 
                  
As FCD extends full steam unto a landscape approach we realize that new avenues for 
fundraising will also need to be identified. The budget expansion of $200,000.00 annually 
forces us to investigate various options. In that regard, this year the Board endorsed for 
us to promote Las Cuevas Research Station as a tourism hub and to investigate the 
creation of a 501C3 Friends of Chiquibul. Eco-Quest Expeditions, a tour company opened 
years ago has never taken flight, but this time around the expectation is to have it 
properly certified as the business arm of FCD.                             
 
As we immerse ourselves into a landscape approach, I want to thank principally the 
Ministry of Sustainable Development for the confidence as well as to the Protected Areas 
Conservation Trust and the US Department of the Interior ƙ International Technical 
Assistance Program for the finance which has enabled for us to institute the landscape 
vision. To the Board and FCD staff, thanks for embracing this new promising concept.              
 
Rafael Manzanero  
Executive Director 
Friends for Conservation and Development  
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FCD, Executive Director 

TEN 
YEARS 

FCDôs Landscape  
Action Plan 

 

Is to assist FCD in integrating and strengthening its activities 
and support for landscape management in the Chiquibul 
Forest and the wider Chiquibul-Mountain Pine Ridge-Caracol 
Complex (CMCC), through playing an active role in supporting 
the implementation of the CMCC-Sustainable Development 
Plan.  
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    RANGER EFFORTS CONTRIBUTED TO: 
¶ The reduction of human footprint in three landscape ecosystems. 
¶ The protection of emblematic species, such as the scarlet macaw and jaguar. 
¶ Environmental stewardship promoted among stakeholders in two forest reserves.          

 

 
 
The training for selection of Park Rangers is rigorous and certainly not everyone passes 
the test. The Park Manager and Chief Ranger Diaz; however, are convinced that the 
training for selection of Rangers must be tough since once on the job they will be 
required to operate under harsh conditions, testing their physicals and mental attributes. 
This year two Pre-chest trainings were held which led to the hiring of 7 Park Rangers.         
 
Chiquibul Park Rangers maintained their efforts at the Conservation Posts (CPs), along 
with the Belize Defence Force aimed at reducing the impacts from cattle ranching and 
agricultural production by Guatemalans. These CPs are dotted along the western flank of 
the park and include Rio Blanco, Cebada, Valentin and Caballo. Two other CPs are found 
away from the western flank which includes Tapir Camp and Ceibo Chico. In addition, 
FCD independently manned the Vaca and Cooma Cairn Ranger Outposts.  
 
The total number of patrols launched from the CPs in the Chiquibul Forest summed 203 
patrols, representing 2,065 km. patrolled on foot and 2,871.4 km. patrolled on vehicle. 
This resulted in 1,419.6 hours of active patrolling and monitoring within the CF, 
including Tapir CP especially for the months of February, May and June which 
amounted a total of 102 patrols, equivalent to 50% of all CP patrols. 
 
At the Bald Hills in the Mountain Pine Ridge Forest Reserve the two-person team 
continued monitoring for forest fires, bark beetles, and headwater protection. Rangers 
conducted a total of 200 combined (motorcycle and foot) patrols, which amounted to a 
total of 5,200 km. of patrol coverage and a total of 533 hours of active patrolling. 
 
In the Vaca Forest Reserve, the two forest rangers had the aim of monitoring hotspot 
areas and wildlife populations. They also assisted in Extension Services, visiting farmers 
and sensitizing them on the prevention of forest fires. Rangers conducted a total of 133 
patrols, which amounted to a total of 2,375 km. within a combined patrol (foot and 
motorcycle) system and a total of 630 hours of active patrolling within the VFR. 

Environmental Protection 
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 RESEARCH TEAM EFFORTS CONTRIBUTED TO: 
¶ Successfully fledgling of 21 scarlet macaws 
¶ Assessment of water quality parameters of the Macal and Chiquibul Rivers and streams  
¶ Collection of data for analysis of jaguar, prey and game communities 

 

 

FCDƜs Research Unit plays the critical role of assessing and evaluating the conditions of 
conservation targets outlined in the Management Plan for the Chiquibul National Park, 
using scientific methods. The Biodiversity Research, Inventory and Monitoring (BRIM) 
framework describes the conceptual model and the applicable methods. With a new 
management plan for the period 2023 to 2028, a new cycle has been established. The 
seven conservation targets include: Tropical Broadleaved Forest, Aquatic Systems, 
Scarlet Macaw, White-Lipped Peccary, Jaguar, Upper Elevation Amphibians and Karst 
Systems. 
 
Technically, three program efforts were put into effect successfully this year, through the 
four-person team, guided by the BRIM Technician. Wildlife camera trapping and water 
quality testing took the first part of the year, thereafter from March to September the 
team centered their efforts on scarlet macaw biological monitoring at the Chalillo Lake. 
 
For the 2023 Scarlet Macaw nesting season, a total of 21 active nests were systematically 
monitored. A total of 50 eggs were laid. Of the 27 eggs that hatched, only a total of 16 
chicks fledged from natural cavities along the Raspaculo and Macal Rivers which is 
equivalent to 59.3% fledging rate. A total of 5 chicks fledged from the In-Situ laboratory. 
Rangers on the other hand detected human activity across the Chiquibul landscape but 
did not detain any, therefore it is uncertain the number of chicks lost to illegal wildlife 
trafficking.     
 
The results of measured water quality physiochemical parameters of the headwaters in 
the Chiquibul Forest in 2023, showed a consistency with a healthy aquatic system except 
for nitrate. The Macal and the Raspaculo Rivers, both of which are affected by the 
Chalillo Dam, are representative of values, that while still within acceptable ranges, are 
consistent with stagnant waters that lead to increased temperature, reduced dissolved 
oxygen, and increased total dissolved solids. 

Research and Monitoring  
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 COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT EFFORTS CONTRIBUTED TO:  
¶ Reduction of incidences of forest fires through public participation 
¶ Promotion of best practices among 7 farmers in the Vaca plateau  
¶ Improved community resilience on tackling climate change         

 
In the Vaca Forest Reserve, located immediately north of the Chiquibul National Park, 
FCDƜs Ranger Unit and Extension Technician centered their work in assisting the Forest 
Department to monitor hotspot areas, human footprint primarily from farmers inside or 
nearby the reserve and wildlife monitoring. 
 
Due to the presence of farmers inside the reserve, this year FCD with support from the 
Forest Department, sensitized farmers on methods to prevent and combat forest fires. 
Several farmers abided with getting their respective permits to burn and open fire lines. 
Despite the dry weather and high temperatures, several fires were averted which led to a 
reduction of forest cover loss. The western fringe of the reserve, however, still registered 
several forest fires, some of which originated from Guatemala. 
 
A stronger governance is required in the Vaca Forest Reserve, but without a full co-
management system in place, FCD mainly relies on the Forest Department to follow up 
on field reports. This year, FCD documented hunting, illegal logging and drug cultivation 
in the reserve. Cattle ranching by Guatemalans along the western flank of the reserve has 
also been observed via aerial recces. The Vaca Forest Reserve Working Group 
conducted two meetings to inform members of the conditions prevailing in the reserve.          
 
Pro-active advocacy and building community stewardship whilst promoting systems that 
reduce land, water and soil degradation has been a continuous task of the Extension 
Technician. This year inga alley cropping, solar powered fences and efficient irrigation 
systems were promoted and supported among seven farmers with the financial support 
from the GIZ Selva Maya project. In addition, demonstration plots in the form of a 
nursery, live fencing, cover crops and restoration of Cacao Creek was established on the 
25-acre plot provided by the Forest Department. This area, located at an entrance point 
of the Reserve has also been identified for construction of the Vaca Forest Reserve 
Ranger Outpost in 2024 with PACTƜs financial support.                      

Community Development  
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