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UNDP EQUATOR INITIATIVE CASE STUDY SERIES
Local and indigenous communities across the world are 
advancing innovative sustainable development solutions 
that work for people and for nature. Few publications 
or case studies tell the full story of how such initiatives 
evolve, the breadth of their impacts, or how they change 
over time. Fewer still have undertaken to tell these stories 
with community practitioners themselves guiding the 
narrative. The Equator Initiative aims to fill that gap.

The Equator Initiative, supported by generous funding 
from the Government of Norway, awarded the Equator 
Prize 2015 to 21 outstanding local community and 
indigenous peoples initiatives to reduce poverty, protect 
nature, and strengthen resilience in the face of climate 
change. Selected from 1,461 nominations from across 

126 countries, the winners were recognized for their 
achievements at a prize ceremony held in conjunction 
with the United Nations Convention on Climate Change 
(COP21) in Paris. Special emphasis was placed on the 
protection, restoration, and sustainable management 
of forests; securing and protecting rights to communal 
lands, territories, and natural resources; community-
based adaptation to climate change; and activism for 
environmental justice. The following case study is one in 
a growing series that describes vetted and peer-reviewed 
best practices intended to inspire the policy dialogue 
needed to take local success to scale, to improve the global 
knowledge base on local environment and development 
solutions, and to serve as models for replication. 

http://equatorinitiative.org/index.php?option=com_winners&view=casestudysearch&Itemid=858


KEY FACTS
Equator Prize Winner 

2015

Founded

1976, through the Asociación de Estudiantes de Gracias 
a Dios (Gracias a Dios Student Association); MASTA was 
recognised as a legal entity by the Honduran state in 1987

Location 

Puerto Lempira municipality in the department of Gracias 
a Dios in northeast Honduras, flanked by the Caribbean 
coast and the border with Nicaragua

Beneficiaries 

More than 90,000 Miskitu people in Honduras

Areas of focus

Protection, restoration and sustainable management of 
forests; protecting and securing rights to communal lands, 
territories and natural resources
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PROJECT SUMMARY
An indigenous federation representing the Miskitu 
people of the Honduran Muskitia, Muskitia Asla 
Takanka (MASTA) works to protect indigenous 
culture and land rights, strengthen local governance 
and natural resource management, and improve 
health and education services in the region. The 
organization protects a large proportion of the 
country’s remaining rainforest — approximately 
1.2 million hectares, equivalent to 7 percent of 
the country’s surface area — located within the 12 
territories of the Muskitia. MASTA represents more 
than 90,000 Miskitu people in Honduras. Through 
social mobilisation, skilful negotiation, creative 
communications strategies and the forging of 
alliances, the organization has worked to secure 
property titles to Miskitu lands. MASTA was the 
first indigenous organization in Central America 
to develop its own “biocultural protocol” as a 
means of defending the Miskitu people’s collective 
right to free, prior and informed consent (FPIC) in 
relation to proposed development projects in their 
territories. The federation has helped the Miskitu 
defend their lands against ranchers, drug traffickers 
and petrol and palm oil companies. Through land 
titling, the organization has been successful in 
significantly reducing deforestation rates and has 
helped create sustainable livelihood models based 
on forest management, small-scale fisheries and 
organic farming.

The designations employed and the presentation of material on this 
map do not imply the expression of any opinion whatsoever on the 
part of the Secretariat of the United Nations or UNDP concerning the 
legal status of any country, territory, city or area or its authorities, or 
concerning the delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries.

https://vimeo.com/154790834
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
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BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

Located in northeast Honduras, flanked by the Caribbean 
coast and the border with Nicaragua, the Muskitia region 
was ceded to Honduras in 1859 under the Wyke–Cruz 
Treaty between the United Kingdom and Honduras. The 
Miskitu territory holds a diverse range of ecosystems, from 
dense broadleaf forest, tropical rainforest, pine forest and 
flat grazing lands to the extensive wetlands that form the 
country’s largest lake systems, boasting a wide variety of 
mangrove forests. 

The name of the region and its inhabitants derives from its 
historic links with English and French merchant pirates in 
the seventeenth century, who formed an alliance with the 
tribes of the Atlantic coast of present-day Nicaragua and 
Honduras. In exchange, the Europeans gave the native 
people muskets, thus giving rise to the name “Miskitu”. 
Now armed, the Miskitu were able to dominate other 
tribes living in the region, like the Mayangna and the 
Rama, driving them further inland.

The Muskitia encompasses the Río Plátano Biosphere 
Reserve, created in 1997. The reserve covers a total area 
of 832,332 hectares, of which 50 percent forms part of 
Miskitu territory. The region is home to endangered 
species including the Honduran mahogany (Swietenia 
macrophylla), the hognose mullet (Joturus pichardi), the 

endemic Miles’ robber frog (Craugastor milesi), the jaguar 
(Panthera onca) and the scarlet macaw (Ara macao).

Local livelihoods are traditionally based on the 
stewardship of natural resources. The Miskitu people have 
traditionally practised fishing, subsistence farming, and 
hunting and gathering in the forests, rivers, lakes, plains 
and seas. As the region was developed, some individuals 
pursued education and obtained work with governmental 
or private institutions. However, these are the minority 
compared to those who support themselves through 
commercial diving and fishing.

After 39 years of struggle and negotiation, the Miskitu 
people’s demands were finally heard, and the Presidents 
of 12 Consejos Territoriales (Land Councils) were granted 
definitive property titles by President Porfirio Lobo Sosa 
in 2013 and President Juan Orlando Hernández in 2015.

Despite this achievement, certain challenges remain. 
Numbering more than 90,000, the Miskitu are one of the 
poorest and most marginalized populations in Honduras. 
The remoteness and challenging topography of the area 
hampers mobility, while the lack of electricity limits the 
availability of communication. Furthermore, there are 
currently no higher education institutions in the region, 
health services are basic, and market access is very limited.

Origin and Structure

MASTA is an indigenous federation representing the 
Miskitu people in the Honduran Muskitia. MASTA works 
to protect indigenous culture and land rights, strengthen 
local governance and natural resource management, and 
improve health and education services in the region. The 
Miskitu have 12 territories, each with its own elected Land 
Council. 

MASTA was founded in 1987 by a group of Miskitu who left 
to train as primary school teachers and were introduced to 
various organizations dedicated to fighting for the rights 

of indigenous communities. Their objective has remained 
unchanged, and over the years many of its leaders have 
given their lives to the Miskitu people’s struggle for their 
rights, lands and natural resources.

Decision-making takes place at the level of the General 
Assembly, with representatives from each Land Council 
providing guidance. Each territory sends between 40 and 
50 delegates to the General Assemblies, made up of 462 
regional leaders. 
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MASTA employs ten full- and part-time staff of five men 
and five women. Thanks to the support of its technical 
team and many volunteers, the organization is able to 
manage and implement development projects directly or 
through local Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs). 
In addition to securing land titles, MASTA has carried 
out a range of projects, including building the Centro de 
Asistencia Integral para Buzos Lisiados de la Muskitia (The 
Muskitia Holistic Support Centre for Disabled Divers), from 
which more than 500 disabled divers have benefited since 
2016. MASTA has also managed to secure a commitment 
from the Honduran state to ensure the Centre’s future. 
Furthermore, the community cafeteria benefits more 
than 6000 people who travel from the most remote 
communities to the region’s only hospital. 

A long-held ambition is the construction of the Universidad 
Indígena (Indigenous University) in Mistruck, in the 
municipality of Puerto Lempira. The Mistruck University 
project was proposed by the National University of 
Agriculture in Catacamas under its former rector, Dr. 
Marlon Escoto. However, following Dr. Escoto’s departure, 

the University’s new management team has shown no 
interest in pursuing the idea. In 2016, President Juan 
Orlando Hernández granted funding for the construction 
of the Indigenous University’s facilities, but this money 
only covered the costs of an administrative building and 
one classroom. Unfortunately, the Indigenous University 
project operations are delayed due to the political situation 
in the country; once elections are over, any promise of 
action tends to grind to a halt. MASTA is keen on managing 
the University and focusing on the indigenous population, 
but it lacks the financial and human resources to take on 
this role.

Women are integral members of Miskitu society. To 
promote women’s inclusion, MASTA formed an alliance 
with an independent women’s organization (MIMAT), 
which then became the women’s branch of MASTA. More 
than 50 percent of the governing body of MASTA is made 
up of women, who hold prominent positions such as Vice 
President, Secretary and Treasurer, as well as acting as 
spokespeople. In this way, women play an active role in 
decision-making.
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LOCAL CHALLENGES

Slow titling and marginalization of the Muskitia

The Wyke-Cruz Treaty, which ceded the Muskitia to 
Honduras following the British occupation, includes a 
clause stipulating that the Miskitu people’s territories 
must be respected. Nevertheless, the Honduran state 
divided the region into three sections. One became the 
Department of Olancho, another was incorporated into 
the Department of Colón, and the third became the 
Department named Gracias a Dios. Territories in Olancho 
and Colón were taken over by private actors, with only 
Gracias a Díos remaining in the hands of the Miskitu 
people — who had no property titles.

In 1976, the community organized and began the process 
of asserting their rights, but instead of observing their 
claims, the government cut off access to state services 
including healthcare, education and communication 
across the entire Gracias a Dios Department. As a result 
of inadequate property titles, Miskitu territories are being 
encroached upon by outsiders. These newcomers pose 
a threat to the Miskitu population and, in some cases, 
have murdered community leaders who resisted their 
appropriation of Miskitu land.

According to government figures, the indigenous 
populations of the Muskitia have the lowest Human 
Development Index (HDI) in the country, with a child 
malnutrition rate of 71 percent. Furthermore, over 24 
percent of those over the age of 15 are illiterate, double 
the national average of 12.1 percent. Up to 30 percent of 
children are not registered at birth, which means that they 
have no official name or nationality — a basic human right 
on which access to other social, economic and political 
rights depends. The provision of public services like water, 
sanitation, health, education, energy and public safety is 
poor.

Employment opportunities are also limited, with the main 
sources of work being industrial and artisanal fishing, 
subsistence agriculture and forestry activities. Those who 
fish for shrimp and snails mainly practice the technique 
of “breath-hold diving” resulting in hundreds of young 
Miskitu people becoming disabled every year after 
plunging to depths of up to 90 feet, six to eight times a 
day, to harvest seafood.

Deforestation and land use change

A significant proportion of rainforest and biodiversity 
in Honduras is found in the Muskitia. The practices 
traditionally followed by the Miskitu people allow them to 
use natural resources while also conserving them. However, 
there is enormous pressure on the region from settlers, who 
encroach on Miskitu lands and clear the forests for migratory 
agriculture, monoculture, drug trafficking, hydroelectric 
schemes and oil exploration, among other uses. 

The Miskitu territories encompass the Rio Plátano Biosphere 
Reserve (RBRP), which covers 815,000 hectares in the 
northeast of the Muskitia. The Reserve is divided into three 
main zones: the cultural zone, home to around 20,000 Miskitu 
and small populations of other indigenous communities 

belonging to the Garífuna, Tawahka, Pech and Ladino 
groups; the buffer zone, inhabited primarily by mestizo 
families and communities, most of whom arrived here within 
the last 25 years; and the core zone, historically used by the 
Miskitu people, where all human activity is prohibited. In 
1982, the RBRP was declared a World Heritage Site. It lies 
adjacent to the Tawahka Asangni Biosphere Reserve, which 
in turn borders the Bosawas Biosphere Reserve in Nicaragua. 
Together, these areas form what is often referred to as the 
“heart of the Mesoamerican Biological Corridor”. 

The buffer zone is settled mainly by mestizo families 
and communities, whose livelihoods are much more 
tightly bound up with market activities. These include 
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cultivating commercial crops like coffee, maize, beans 
and rice through migratory agriculture and rearing cattle 
and pigs. However, these activities are generally much 

more destructive than the traditional shifting cultivation 
practised by the Miskitu.

Climate change

The Muskitia is a particularly vulnerable region of 
Honduras, which is one of the most at-risk countries in 
the world in terms of climate change. As a coastal zone 
containing large areas of lowland, the Muskitia has always 
been vulnerable to storms and flooding. This has serious 
impacts on the Miskitu people’s subsistence livelihoods, 
with respect to both agriculture and marine resources. 

In recent years, Honduras has suffered some severe hits 
— Hurricane Mitch, for example, left between 11,000 and 
18,000 dead and destroyed 70 percent of the country’s 
crops and 70 percent of its transportation infrastructure, 
with recovery costs amounting to approximately 81 
percent of GDP. While the Miskitu people have lived with 
extreme weather events for centuries, climate change has 
increased the frequency and duration of storms, placing 
the region at a high risk of flooding and storm damage.
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LOCAL RESPONSES

Land ownership and management

To put a stop to deforestation and indiscriminate land 
use changes in the Muskitia, MASTA, among other 
achievements, has obtained a commitment from the 
government to issue a presidential decree declaring the 
region an “indigenous territory”, although this has not 
yet materialized. This declaration is important because 
a property title establishes access rights to a specific 
geographical area.

Another major accomplishment was the implementation 
of Free, Prior, Informed Consent (FPIC) from Miskitu 
for development projects within their territories: the 
Protocolo Bio-cultural del Pueblo Miskitu (Biocultural 
Protocol of the Miskitu People). This methodological tool 
facilitates negotiations over projects and decisions that 
affect indigenous communities in the Muskitia and their 
natural resources. This method was successfully put to the 
test with the oil company BG, which pledged US$250,000 

annually to fund social development projects during the 
exploration phase of its licence. The protocol will help 
mitigate environmental damage caused by oil exploration 
and hydropower projects, among others.

The most significant achievement of MASTA was inducing 
the government to ensure that the territorial rights of 
indigenous communities granted through property 
titles are respected. For example, there had been various 
cases of illegal occupation and logging in an area in 
Auka. MASTA and the local land council were able to 
persuade the government to remove the parties involved. 
The organization’s key environmental achievement has 
been preventing deforestation by slowing the influx of 
mestizo ranchers and palm oil companies into indigenous 
territories.
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KEY IMPACTS 

Land ownership and management

 ■ So far, Miskitu communities have been given titles to more than 1,400,000 hectares of land. Just one 
area, a 16,000-hectare zone shared with the Garifuna people in Lasa Pulan, is still in the titling process; 
the rest are now legally owned by the Miskitu, with property titles issued to the Technical Committees. 
Currently, the Honduran Government’s Insitute for Forest Conservation (ICF) and MASTA are continuing 
to move this process forward. It will be the first case of intercommunity titling in Honduras.

 ■ MASTA became Central America’s first indigenous organization to develop a protocol for FPIC from 
the Miskitu population — the Biocultural Protocol of the Miskitu People — and a Life Plan for the 
period 2011 to 2023.

 ■  MASTA has provided training in territorial governance to local leaders in order to strengthen the 
organization and management of territorial structures. To date, more than 50 territorial leaders have 
been trained, and this number continues to rise. 

 ■ For the first time in the history of Honduras, the country’s president held a cabinet meeting in the 
Muskitia — another significant achievement.

Sources of sustainable livelihoods

MASTA is working to ensure that the Miskitu have access 
to decent livelihood sources based on sustainable forest 
management, fishing, agriculture and services. For 
example, the organization has successfully protected 
artisanal fishing from industrial fishing companies, 
particularly in the Miskito Cays (Bobel Cay, Savanna 
Cay, Port Royal Cay and Cayo del Sur). The six coastal 

communities among the 12 that have secured property 
titles hold fishing rights to waters in the Caribbean Sea.

Meanwhile, MIMAT, the women’s branch of MASTA, has 
launched successful enterprises that recoup and recycle 
refuse in the town of Puerto Lempira. These projects 
provide employment for women while contributing to 
environmental protection.

KEY IMPACTS 

Sources of sustainable  
livelihoods

 ■ Three agreements have been obtained to 
protect the rights of indigenous people engaged in small-scale fishing.

 ■ MASTA has contributed to the development of a section in the country’s fishery law addressing 
indigenous matters; however, this section was not annexed to the law and so MASTA is lobbying for 
an urgent revision or challenge. 

 ■ On 7 April 2016, the committee of the Alianza para el Desarrollo de la Muskitia (the Muskitia Development 
Alliance) convened with the aim of creating development processes that respect ethnic identity. To this 
end, three working groups have been established: justice and governance, which includes proposals for 
territorial regulation; social development and infrastructure; and natural resources. 
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Improved social services

This is achieved primarily through efforts to increase and 
enhance state presence in the Muskitia, a remote and 
overlooked region. For example, in 2013 an agreement 
was negotiated with the Ministry of Education to work in 
partnership to ensure that students received 200 days of 
schooling a year, that teachers showed up to their classes 
and that the quality of bilingual education was improved.

Thus far, progress in bringing about systemic change has 
been sporadic, but there is evidence of commitment to this 

area. With respect to education, plans for the university 
have progressed, and in 2018 a number of education 
facilities were built with support from Germany. 

A number of initiatives have been set up with the aim 
of improving land regulation, like the one supported by 
the Global Greengrants Fund (GGF), which promotes the 
rights of those living in the Muskitia and works to improve 
implementation processes for territorial regulation. Water 
projects have been proposed, with little evidence of action 

KEY IMPACTS 

Improved social services

 ■ Improvements have been made in terms of staff and their training in relation to the government’s 
bilingual education programmes.

 ■ Improvements in indigenous leadership training for young people. 
 ■ Training for young people in local biology. 
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POLICY IMPACTS

National policy impacts

MASTA’s robust political campaigning has influenced key 
changes like the fisheries law, the fishing protocols and 
the proposed indigenous forestry protocol, in addition 
to indigenous territory rights. This has been achieved 
thanks to grassroots support lent to the governing body 
by the entire population. The Indigenous Forestry Protocol 
was formulated in 2017 and focused on a section on 
indigenous matters within the forestry law. Since then, 
MASTA has been awaiting the approval of the Institute 
for Forest Conservation (ICF). The current law violates 
the rights of indigenous communities. Due to changes in 
national leadership, this has not yet occurred, but drafts 
of this section of the forestry law and a law on territorial 
regulation are now complete.

MASTA has worked closely with all levels of government, 
including the Office of the President, Congress, ministries 
and municipal governments. While the communities have 
consistently demanded their rights, this has not hampered 
negotiations and the scope for obtaining specific, signed 
agreements on a wide range of social and environmental 
issues. The government recognizes MASTA as a legitimate 
organization, democratically elected by the Miskitu 
people. In 2016, the Muskitia Development Alliance was 
enacted with an agenda for pursuing all development 
processes in the Muskitia from the perspective of its 
indigenous inhabitants. However, the Alliance is led by 
public employees, and in two and a half years only two 
working sessions have been held.

Contributions to the global agenda

Another strategy that has yielded results for MASTA is 
making partnerships at the international level with the 
Ford Foundation, the Mesoamerican Alliance for People 
and Forests and the United Nations, through the Special 
Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. 

Lobbying, meeting with governmental authorities, and 
publicizing their demands through television and media 
form part of everyday work of the organization’s leaders. 
MASTA has had growing success in raising public awareness 
of the Miskitu people’s struggle to defend their lands and 
natural resources, both in Honduras and internationally. 
The titling of Miskitu territories attracted substantial global 
media coverage, including in the New York Times and many 

other major international media outlets. The Honduran 
media has also covered many of the organization’s activities 
and demands. Furthermore, MASTA produces regular 
Miskitu-language radio programmes for the benefit of the 
local indigenous population.

Through its projects and initiatives, MASTA is contributing 
to the achievement of many of the Sustainable 
Development Goals. These include, for example, efforts to 
establish land ownership and management (SDG 13, SDG 
15), action to achieve sustainable livelihood sources (SDG 
1, SDG 2, SDG 5, SDG 8, SDG 10, SDG 12, SDG 14, SDG 15) 
and negotiations for improvements in social services (SDG 
4, SDG 5 SDG 6, SDG 10).
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REPLICABILITY, SCALABILITY AND SUSTAINABILITY

Replicability

The Garifuna and Pech peoples, whose territories lie 
within the Río Plátano Biosphere Reserve, used the same 
titling model as the Miskitu to demand titles to their lands. 

This is one specific example where the initiative has been 
replicated. 

Scalability

MASTA represents practically all of the 60,000 Miskitu 
people in Honduras and their territories, covering an 
area of around 1.2 million hectares. In this respect, it has 
already reached its maximum scale. However, MASTA also 
helps support indigenous rights throughout the country, 
and has displayed strong leadership in the Confederación 
de Pueblos Autóctonos de Honduras (the Indigenous 
Peoples’ Confederation of Honduras, or CONPAH), advising 
it in its negotiations in relation to projects led by the UN 
REDD+ (Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and 
Forest Degradation) and FLEGT (Forest Law Enforcement, 
Governance and Trade) programmes.

Within the Muskitia, it has also established a regional 
alliance with the indigenous Garifuna, Pech and Tawahka 
communities. In addition, MASTA has forged links with 

Miskitu organizations in the Nicaraguan zone of the 
Muskitia. Each year, a joint Miskitu cultural festival (Sihkru 
Tara) attracts thousands of people from both sides of the 
border. The festival is held alternately in Honduras and 
Nicaragua. 

Finally, MASTA is one of the ten indigenous and community-
led organizations making up the Mesoamerican Alliance 
for People and Forests (AMPB). In this capacity, it plays a 
very active role in regional and global events, including 
those linked to the Forest Carbon Partnership Facility, the 
UN REDD+ programme, the UN Framework Convention on 
Climate Change, the Mesoamerican Congress on Forestry 
and the Mesoamerican Congress on Protected Areas, 
among others.

Sustainability

MASTA is dependent on funding from the Ford Foundation, 
which for eight years has supported the organization in 
its efforts to secure property titles and, more recently, in 
relation to governance. However, this funding is limited 
(US$200,000 per year) and insufficient to cover the entire 
Muskitia region in accordance with its Yearly Action 
Plan (Plan Operativo Anual, or POA). MASTA has also 
received financial support from the International Cocoa 
Organization (ICCO) and the Central American Indigenous 
Council (CICA), but this funding is allocated to certain 
specific projects and is not permanent.

MASTA believes that, once the titling process is complete 
and indigenous political groupings and institutions are 
recognized as the region’s political authorities, both 
MASTA and the land councils will take responsibility for 
territorial management, working to ensure organizational 
continuity through the sustainable use of natural resources. 
At present, a number of initiatives are in place to ensure 
sustainability, such as the working group and support 
from partners, among others. There are ongoing efforts 
to encourage the government to create a permanent 
resource to ensure the organization’s continued viability. 
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FUTURE PLANS
 ■ Strengthen land titling. 
 ■ Move territorial governance agendas forward. 
 ■ Establish and strengthen the indigenous economy. 
 ■ Strengthen territorial regulation initiatives. 

PARTNERS
 ■ Mesoamerican Alliance of People and Forests: Policy 

advice for promoting the indigenous population’s 
regional strategy.

 ■ World Bank: Territorial development projects.

 ■ Ford Foundation: International support for advocacy 
work aimed at strengthening the indigenous organization 
MASTA.

 ■ National Agrarian Institute: Supported and expedited 
the land titling process in indigenous territories 
through a project supported by cooperative financing.

 ■ MOPAWI: Acts as a strategic partner in territorial govern-
ance processes and offers resource management support.

 ■ United Nations: Support through the Special Rapporteur 
on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples in asserting the rights 
of indigenous communities in the face of continuous 
violations.

 ■ Secretariat of Energy, Resources, Environment and 
Mines (MiAmbiente+): Support in strengthening the 
regulation of natural resources.

 ■ International Union for Conservation of Nature 
(IUCN): Support in the development of the Biocultural 
Protocol of the Miskitu People and in advocacy work 
on behalf of the Miskitu people.
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