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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

Belize is relatively small country with a land area of 22,963 km
2
 (8,866 mi

2
), including the 

approximately 1,000 cayes. Belize is the only Anglophone country in Central America and was 

formerly known as 'British Honduras'. It  has a population of approximately 350,000 people and  

lies roughly between 15° 52' and 18° 30' North Latitude and 87° 28' and 89° 13' West Longitude 

and is bordered by Mexico in the north, Guatemala in the west and south, and the Caribbean Sea 

in the east.  

 

Belize in endowed with a very high level of terrestrial and aquatic biodiversity and the largest 

unbroken barrier reef in the Western Hemisphere. The Mesoamerican Barrier Reef System 

(MBRS) which is the second in length only to the Great Barrier Reef of Australia stretches the 

full length of Belize's coastline. Seven sites along Belizeôs Barrier Reef System have been 

declared a World Heritage Site, in recognition of its extremely rich biodiversity and consequent 

global importance. 

 

ñThe country is unique, not only in the total number of species present, but also in the vast array 

of ecotypes and their species richness. This wealth of biological diversity, coupled with a rich 

cultural heritage has made Belize a very popular tourist destination, providing significant 

economic benefits for the nationò (BERDS, 2010). 

 

Overall Status and Trends in Biodiversity  

Terrestrial Resources  

Belize has 22.6% of its total national territory under some form of protection (GEO, 2009). 

There are 102 protected areas with the majority of these designated for sustainable use and 

management. 

Belize has approximately 232,750 hectares of Broadleaf Forest; 7,460 hectares of Pine Forest 

and 3,090 hectares of Savannah land (Boles, 2005) spanning its entire territory. There are 30 

perennial river basins from small coastal creeks to larger trans-national watersheds.  
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There are 3,408 species of plants (including 613 medicinal plants) found in Belize: 1,219 genus 

and 209 families. There are 2,500 species of dicotyledons and 1,500 monocotyledons (including 

317 species of bromeliads). Faunal species confirmed in the country include 46 amphibians, 43 

fresh water fish, 158 molluscs, 288 Lepidoptera, 176 Odonata, 141 reptiles, 577 birds and 163 

mammals. An estimate of 634 genera, representing 1,302 species of algae, invertebrates and fish 

are documented from the marine ecosystems of Belize. Presently, 58 plants, 2 species of fish, 2 

species of amphibians and 1 species of reptile have been determined to be endemic to Belize and 

43 mammal species in Belize are endangered. There are 137 species of plants and animals listed 

in the IUCN Red List 2009 of Threatened Species, ranging from extinct to least concern.  

   

The terrestrial ecosystems and the biodiversity have been observed to be negatively impacted in 

the last few years. There have been land cover changes due mainly to development in agriculture 

and tourism infrastructure. However, there has been limited quantitative data on this trend and 

stakeholders have identified the need for more research in this area. 

Coastal and Marine Resources 

The Belize Barrier Reef System was designated a World Heritage Site in 1996 and it makes up 

almost 80% of the Mesoamerican Barrier Reef System. There are approximately 634 known 

genera of marine organisms.  

 

Extensive taxonomic work is being conducted at the Smithsonian field station on Carrie Bow 

Caye, which may reveal even more species (Boles, 2005). 

The Fisheries Department has passed legislation which focus on the protection of key species 

and the application of restrictions as they relate to size, close seasons, production quota to ensure 

the conservation and sustainable exploitation of Belizeôs aquatic resources.. Furthermore, draft 

National Plans of Action (NPOA) have been drafted and are currently in the process of 

consultations to address Fishing Capacity. These NPOAs are consistent with the international 

and regional initiative to formulate and implement these plans. 

Recently, Fisheries Regulations were enacted to totally protect herbivores such Scaridae and 

Acanthuridae families. These species were deemed as being extremely vulnerable to fishing and 

are very important to the general health of the barrier reef and species associated with it.   In 
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addition to these measures, the Government of Belize, through the Fisheries Department, has 

declared 21 marine reserves of which 13 are designated to specifically protect spawning and 

aggregation sites. These protected areas and marine reserves are declared as a function of the 

ecosystems approach to the management of fisheries resources in Belize and are seen as tools to 

conserve critical ecosystems and replenish and restock over exploited fisheries populations. 

Threats to Biodiversity  

Belize has recently conducted Climate Change Related vulnerability studies at the community 

level, coastal and marine level and in the agriculture sector. These reports indicate that Belizeôs 

coral reef ecosystems and certain terrestrial ecosystems are at a higher risk from the impacts of 

climate change.  Corals and tree frogs, for example, are highly vulnerable due to their low 

temperature tolerance ranges.  These findings are consistent with the perceived threats indicated 

by those that participated in the consultation workshops linked with the preparation of this 

report.  

Other major threats to the indigenous biodiversity included those associated with the spread and 

introduction of invasive species as well as the loss and fragmentation of habitat primarily 

associated with the expansion of the agricultural and the tourism sector. It was felt that these 

threats were somewhat more elevated in the marine ecosystem and linked to the rapid 

development being experienced on some of the cayes.  

Another threat identified, was the failure to fully and effectively manage protected areas. These 

threats were linked to constraints such as staff availability and essential training, adequate 

transportation and equipment. The Belize Forest Department, who has the greatest responsibility 

to oversee the overall management of these areas, invariably has limited financial and technical 

resources therefore making the implementation of the National Protected Areas Policy and 

Systems Plan a major challenge. Furthermore, protected area managers are frequently faced with 

the delicate task of balancing development and environmental conservation while ensuring 

sustainable development.  

Marine and coastal pollution from land base sources and those linked to ship generated waste 

was also identified as a major issue of concern. The Department of the Environment has 

identified the threats associated with the improper disposal of solid waste as one of the primary 

national environmental issue of concern needing urgent attention. The Government has very 
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recently strengthened the National Solid Waste Authority and is in the process of implementing a 

national Solid Waste Management Plan, through an IDB loan, which will guide the management 

of solid wastes for twenty years into the future. 

Key Actions in Support of the UNCBD and 2010 Targets 

Belizeôs National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan (NBSAP) highlighted the need for a 

comprehensive and integrated approach to the management of protected areas and the creation of 

greater efficiencies in the management and conservation of Belizeôs national biodiversity by 

facilitating greater coordination and capacities in regulatory agencies through legislative reform 

and targeted management mechanisms. Community participation was emphasized as being 

critical to the implementation and success of the NBSAP. 

 

Significant progress has been made in the implementation of the National Biodiversity Strategy 

and Action Plan for Belize. However, there is an immediate need to review the NBSAP in an 

effort to update its strategies and timelines to ensure its effective implementation. 

 

The Government of Belize is embarking on an initiative to óStrengthening Institutional 

Capacities for Coordination of Multi -sectoral Environmental Policies and Programmesô. The 

overall objective is to ensure better coordination of Belizeôs natural resource and environmental 

policies in such a way that they create synergies for the national implementation of the United 

Nations Convention for Biodiversity (UNCBD); United Nations Convention to Combat 

Desertification and Drought (UNCCD); United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 

Change (UNFCCC). 

In accordance with the Programme of Work for Protected Areas, Belize undertook to develop a 

National Protected Areas Policy and System Plan (NPAPSP).  The Policy is Belizeôs Agenda on 

protected areas.  The Plan grounds itself on a set of underlying principles, the Ecosystem 

Approach, the Precautionary Principle, the Importance of Science, the Importance of Local 

and Indigenous Community Knowledge, Monitoring and Evaluation and Cost-effectiveness 

and Efficiency.   
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Conclusion 

The assessment conducted in the preparation of this report would indicate that the Government 

of Belize is likely to meet targets sets and in a few instances, it is presently exceeding the 2010 

Targets. Nevertheless, much more support is required in supporting present efforts and in 

building the countryôs capacity to effectively deal with issues related with the fair and equitable 

benefits arising from the use of its genetic resources and in inventorying its present 

biodiversity.  

Challenged by growing economic constraints and excess national debt, Belize is having trouble 

in supporting the additional staff, training, equipment, and transportation requirements 

demanded for effective implementation of its commitments made. There is the need for 

additional well-targeted funding from donor countries and organizations to be placed within 

established and transparent management systems with specifically defined goals and objectives 

to continue moving forward.   
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CHAPTER I:  OVERVIEW  OF STATUS, TRENDS, THREATS 

1.0 Background 

1.1.1 Belize and the Convention 

Belize signed the Convention on Biological Diversity on June 13, 1992 in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil 

and ratified it in December 1993. Since then the country has been progressively working to 

honour its commitments under the convention. The first national report to the Conference of 

Parties was submitted in 1999. It provided a baseline for the status of Belizeôs environment and 

natural resources and highlighted the shortcomings of the countryôs environmental management 

efforts. This first report was important in establishing the necessary steps needed to affect change 

in the countryôs approach to environmental management and development. The second report 

was submitted in 2002 and it built on the previous report by discussing the progress of the 

country in executing its Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan along with other critical 

biodiversity-related projects. The third report was submitted in 2006. Similarly, this national 

report highlighted the progress made by Belize in achieving the goals and objectives under its 

Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan. 

 

1.2 Biodiversity Status  

1.2.1 Terrestrial Resources  

Belize has 22.6% of its total national territory under some form of protection. There is 34.9% 

terrestrial land protection and 10.6% marine area protection (GEO, 2009).The majority of 

Belizeôs protected areas are for the sustainable use and management of its resources.  
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  Source: Belize Forestry Department 

     Figure 1: Belize's Protected Areas 
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Belize has 102 protected areas contained within 11 categories as listed on Table 1.  

 

Table 1: Belizeôs Protected Areas 

Types of Protected Area Quantity  Types of Protected Area Quantity  

Forest Reserves 19 Marine Reserves 8 

National Parks 17 Spawning Sites 13 

Nature Reserves 3 Public Reserve 6 

Wildlife Sanctuaries 7 Bird Sanctuaries 7 

Natural Monuments 5 Private Reserves 8 

Archaeological Reserves 9   

Source: Belize Forestry Department 

Thirty six (36) different types of forests were identified by Brokaw and Iremonger in 1994 

(Programme for Belize, 1995). However in 2001, Meerman and Sabido identified 87 distinct 

types of terrestrial and marine ecosystems. The findings included a total forest cover of 

approximately 67.4% over Belizeôs land mass.  
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Figure 2: Belize's Ecosystems 

Source: Jan Meerman, BERDS 

 

 



   5 

There is approximately 232,750 hectares of Broadleaf Forest; 7,460 hectares of Pine Forest and 

3,090 hectares of Savannah land (Boles, 2005). There are 30 perennial river basins from small 

coastal creeks to larger trans-national watersheds.  

   

 

Table 2: Breakdown of General Land Cover in Belize 

GENERAL LAND COVER 

CATEGORY  
Km

2
+ 

% + 

Broadleaf Forest and Scrubland 11,803 51.4 

Agriculture 3,835 16.7 

Montane and Sub-montane Broadleaf 

Forest 

2,296 10.0 

Lowland Savannah and Pine Savannah 2,021 8.8 

Mangrove and Littoral Forest 964 4.2 

Dense Sub-montane Pine Forest 482 2.1 

Water (not including streams and rivers) 482 2.1 

Wetlands 436 1.9 

Dense Lowland Pine Forests 321 1.4 

Coastal Savannah and Salt Marsh 253 1.1 

Urban 115 0.5 

 Source: Meerman and Sabido, 2001 

There are 3,408 species of plants (including 613 medicinal plants) in Belize: 1,219 genus and 

209 families. There are 2,500 species of dicotyledons and 1,500 monocotyledons (including 317 

species of bromeliads). Faunal species confirmed in the country include 46 amphibians, 43 fresh 

water fish, 158 Molluscs, 288 Lepidoptera, 176 Odonata, 141 reptiles, 577 birds and 163 

mammals. An estimate of 634 genera, representing 1,302 species of algae, invertebrates and fish 

are documented from the marine ecosystems of Belize. Presently, 58 plants, 2 species of fish, 2 

species of amphibians and 1 species of reptile have been determined to be endemic to Belize and 

43 mammal species in Belize are endangered. There are 137 species of plants and animals listed 

in the IUCN Red List 2009 of Threatened Species, ranging from extinct to least concern. A total 
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of 13 mammal species are listed in the CITES as being of international concern (Programme for 

Belize, 1995). 

Table 3: List of Endangered Fauna based on CITES 

 

Appendix 1 

 

Appendix II  Appendix III  

Saltwater Crocodile  

Crocodylus acutus 

Anteater  

Myrmecophaga tridactyla 

centralis 

Anteater  

Tamandua m. mexicana 

Morelettôs Crocodile 

Crocpdylus moreletii 

Cacomistle 

Bassariscus sumichrasti 

 

Agouti 

Dasyprocta punctata 

Turtle 

Dermochelys coriacea 

River Turtle (Hicatee) 

Dermatemys mawii 

Armadillo 

Cabassous centralis 

Manatee 

Trichechus m. manatus 

 

Common Green Iguana 

Iguana iguana 

Coati 

Nasua narica 

Tapir 

Tapirus bairdii 
 

Kinkajou 

Potos flavus chiriquensis 

Peccary 

Tayussu pecari ringens 
 

White Tailed Deer 

Odocoileus virginianus 

truei 

 

Ocelot 

Leopardus p. pardalis 

 

 

Yucatan Brown Brocket 

Mazama pandora 

 

 

Margay 

Leopardus wiedii yucatanica 

 

 

Red Brocket 

Mazama Americana 

 

Puma 

Puma concolor mayensis 

 

 
Grison 

Galictis vittata canaster 

Jaguar 

Panthera onca 
 

Variable Coral Snake 

Micrurus  diastema 

Otter 

Lontra longicaudis annectens 

 

 

Central American Coral 

Snake 

Micrurus nigrocinctus 

Howler Monkey 

Alouatta pigra 

 

  

Spider Monkey 

Ateles geoffroyi 
  

Courtesy Belize Forestry Department 
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1.2.2 Agriculture and Aquaculture 

Over the last several decades agriculture has been important to the economic development of 

Belize. The sugar cane industry has taken a down turn due to the erosion of preferential markets 

and prices afforded to the ACP countries by the European Union However, a cogeneration plant 

for bagasse is aimed at contributing electricity to the national grid as well as the savings from the 

new technology should help to finance research and development of sugarcane species.  

Agriculture has helped to shape the society of the country by diversifying the job market with 

work in citrus and banana crops technologies as opposed to the traditional timber industry 

technologies. Other cash crops include corn, mangos, rice, beans and papayas.  There have been 

instances of unsustainable agricultural practices which have been primarily responsible for 

riparian and steep slope deforestation and degradation (Boles 2005).  Environmental 

contaminations due to the use of pesticides and other chemicals have also been experienced.   

Aquaculture was a rapid growing industry in Belize until recent years when global depressed 

market prices for shrimp caused the closure of several shrimp farms in the country. A number of 

shrimp farms are still in operation, culturing mainly the Pacific White shrimp (Penaeus 

vannamei. despite the economic challenges. Tilapia farming (Oriochromis niloticus, O. 

mosambiques and O. aureus hybrids) has been on-going since 2003. In addition, commercial 

cage farming of fish species, primarily Cobia (Rachycentron canadum) is being carried out since 

2006. The establishment of aquaculture facilities require the preparation of an Environmental 

Impact Assessment (EIA) and the adherence to an Environmental Compliance Plan (ECP). 

1.2.3 Coastal and Marine Resources 

Belizeôs territorial water is calculated to be a total of 1,865,300 hectares which is approximately 

32.82% of the total national territory. A further 28.25% of national territory is designated as 

Belizeôs Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ). The Belize Barrier Reef System was designated a 

World Heritage Site in 1996 and it makes up almost 80% of the Mesoamerican Barrier Reef 

System (MBRS). There are approximately 594 known genera of marine organisms. Extensive 

taxonomic work is being conducted at the Smithsonian field station on Carrie Bow Caye, which 

may reveal even more species (Boles, 2005).  
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Species such as the spiny lobster, shrimp, and queen conch are in demand both on the local and 

foreign markets.  The harvest of these delicacies species is the main targeted species for local 

fishermen and is the main source of income. These species, although sold locally, are primarily 

harvested for the export markets. 

 

Fishing activities in Belize are organized primarily through the local Fishing Cooperatives. 

These organizations include the National Fishermen Co-operative Society Ltd., Placencia 

Fishermen Co-operative Society Ltd., and the Northern Fishermen Co-operative Society Ltd. The 

great majority of the fishing industry in Belize is based on artisanal fishing with very little 

exploitation of its deep sea resources in Belizeôs Exclusive Economic Zone. There have been 

efforts supported by government and local NGOs to encourage diversification and support 

fishermen to target the under and unutilized species in order to provide alternative economic 

options for livelihoods and to also alleviate pressure on the heavily targeted species.   

  

1.3 Trends  

1.3.1 Terrestrial Resources 

The trends of the terrestrial ecosystems and the biodiversity that play an active role in the synergistic 

relationships therein have been observed to be negatively impacted in the last few years. The status of 

indicator terrestrial species of international and national concern is contained in Tables 4a and 4b as reported 

by Wildtracks in a recent report prepared on behalf of APAMO in 2009.  

Table 4a: Status of Indicator Terrestrial Species of International Concern 

Indicator Species of International Concern Number 

Pas with data 

Overall 

Status Score 

Level of Risk 

Critically Endangered     

Central American River Turtle 

(Hicatee) 

Dermatemys mawii 21 1.52 Very High (0.52) 

Endangered     

Geoffroyôs Spider Monkey Ateles geoffroyi 13 2.31 High (1.74) 

Yucatan Black Howler Monkey Alouatta pigra 24 2.75 Medium (2.45) 

Bairdôs Tapir Tapirus bairdii 24 2.92 Medium (2.57) 

Yellow-headed Parrot Amazona oratrix 14 1.71 Very High (1.00) 

Vulnerable     

West Indian Manatee Trichechus monatus 13 2.62 Medium (2.33) 

Great Curassow Crax rubra 22 2.50 High (1.79) 

Average   2.33 High (1.77) 
Status Score: Poor  Ò1.00; Fair >1.00-200; Good >2.00-3.00; Very Good >3 
Risk Score: Very High  Ò1.00; High >1.00-200; Medium >2.00-3.00; Low >3 

Level of Risk is calculated from the Status and Trend Scores 




