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PROJECT SUMMARY
For more than 25 years, the Agency for the Development of 
the Mosquitia (in Miskita, Mosquitia Pawisa Apiska – MOPAWI) 
has worked to engage local and indigenous communities in 
the integrated management of the Río Plátano Biosphere 
Reserve and other protected areas in northeastern 
Honduras. Located within the Mosquitia area, the reserve 
contains the largest intact rainforest north of the Amazon, 
and was classified as a UNESCO World Heritage Site in 1982 
in recognition of its natural and cultural heritage values.

The organization has collaborated with indigenous 
groups in Honduras to create a forest guard program 
that develops ecological guidelines and zoning 
for the Mesoamerican corridor, including rules for 
hunting, fishing, forestry and agriculture. As well as 
community forestry, the group’s activities include 
sustainable agriculture, micro-enterprise development, 
ecotourism, and advocacy for indigenous land rights. 

KEY FACTS
EQUATOR PRIZE WINNER: 2002

FOUNDED: 1985

LOCATION: Mosquitia area of eastern Honduras

BENEFICIARIES: Indigenous communities of Mosquitia

BIODIVERSITY: Rio Platano Biosphere Reserve area
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The Agency for the Development of the Mosquitia (MOPAWI) is a 
non-governmental organization that has been working alongside 
local communities for over 25 years to protect the environment and 
advance sustainable economic development in the Mosquitia region 
of northeastern Honduras. MOPAWI works with communities in the 
integrated management of the Río Plátano Biosphere Reserve and 
other protected areas.  Projects focus on agro-ecology, community 
forestry, sustainable agriculture, micro-enterprise development 
(including ecotourism), community health development, and 
advocacy for indigenous land rights.  The organization has 
collaborated with indigenous groups in Honduras and Nicaragua to 
create a forest guard program that develops ecological guidelines and 
zoning for the Mesoamerican corridor, including rules for hunting, 
fishing, forestry and agriculture.  The group has been an active and 
outspoken advocate for communal land rights, the preservation 
of indigenous culture and language, and self-determination for 
communities in the Mosquitia region.       

The roots of community mobilization

The Mosquitia area of eastern Honduras is part of the Greater 
Mosquitia Ecosystem, one of the last great wilderness regions 
in Central America.  Considered one of the most important and 
biologically-rich areas on the planet, the Mosquitia houses more 
than forty smaller ecosystems. These rainforests, pine forests, 
and coastal-marine ecosystems are home to wetlands, lagoons, 
mangroves and the world’s second largest coral reef.  Located within 
the Mosquitia area, the Río Plátano Biosphere Reserve contains the 
largest intact rainforest north of the Amazon.  In recognition of its 
natural and cultural diversity, the reserve was classified as a UNESCO 
World Heritage Site in 1982.

The region is home to four indigenous groups: Misquito, Tawahka, 
Pesch, and the African-indigenous Garifuna.  These communities 
inhabit an extensive area of coastline, swamps, pine tree savannah, 
and tropical rainforest in the north east of Honduras and the Atlantic 

coast of Nicaragua.  The Misquitos form the dominant ethnic group 
in the region with a population of approximately 80,000 people.  
Traditional livelihoods have relied on subsistence agriculture, fishing, 
hunting and gathering from the forest, and occasional wage (or 
seasonal) labor. The surrounding forests constitute the foundation 
of local health, wellbeing and livelihoods, but are under pressure. 
    
Project catalysts

The primary environmental threats in the region are posed by large-
scale, extractive industries including logging, petroleum exploration 
and drilling, and mining.  An equally devastating driver of biodiversity 
loss and land-use change is cattle-ranching.  The steady expansion 
of commercial extractive industries in the region has resulted in 
extensive deforestation, loss of vegetation and wildlife, air and water 
pollution and soil degradation.      

Mosquitia is one of the most remote and economically marginalized 
regions in the state of Gracias a Dios; the area is only accessible by 
boat or plane. Due to the high transaction costs of servicing such 
a remote region, the area tends to suffer from a lack of public and 
private investment.  This includes the provision of standard public 
services such as education, health and energy.  Weak political 
and institutional development in the area makes it socially 
and environmentally risky to open the land to road access and 
development. 

MOPAWI was founded in 1985 as a non-profit, civil society 
organization.  The main objectives of the organization are to 
promote development and wellbeing of local indigenous families 
and conserve the rich biodiversity of surrounding forests and 
ecosystems.  Recognizing that change and development are 
inevitable for even the remotest of communities, MOPAWI aims to 
ensure that change is pursued on terms dictated by the indigenous 
population and in ways that are culturally-sensitive and economically 
and environmentally sustainable.       

Background and Context
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MOPAWI recognizes that the communities it serves face many of 
the same environmental and economic choices that confronted 
other, more geographically accessible, Mosquitia communities (in 
departments like Olancho and Colón) three decades previously.  
MOPAWI aims avoid hasty, inappropriate development decisions in 
favor of a thoughtful and responsible development trajectory 

Governance and organizational structure

MOPAWI’s organizational structure is illustrated in Figure 1. It’s 
executive committee is comprised of seven members and the 
organization currently employs a total of 34 people. 

“There remains a significant amount of pressure on forests and forested land in the tropical 
region. We need to continue strengthening community based organizations, and supporting local 
and indigenous communities to manage nature resources. Let’s not let the process fall when a lot 

of experience and knowledge have been accumulated.”     
Oswaldo Munguía, MOPAWI

Fig. 1: MOPAWI organizational structure



6

Key Activities and Innovations

The key tenets of MOPAWI work are indigenous knowledge, rights 
and self-sufficiency and ecological sustainability.  The thread 
binding these tenets is sustainable natural resource management, 
with a focus on agro-forestry.  The organization aims to strike a 
balance between environmental conservation and meeting the 
socio-economic needs of the local population.  The vast majority of 
field and administrative staff are indigenous people working from 
offices in La Mosquitia and neighboring towns.  The organization 
prioritizes respect for traditional ecological knowledge and local 
customs while also drawing from modern knowledge systems that 
can help improve biodiversity conservation efforts. MOPAWI places 
a primacy on local participation and engagement in all conservation 
and livelihood activities.
  
Community forest management

A main focus for MOPAWI is community forest management and the 
cultivation of non-timber forest products.  The forest management 
dimension of the work has focused on advocacy for indigenous land 
use rights. MOPAWI has worked to prevent deforestation by involving 
communities in local forest protection committees in the north of the 
Biosphere Reserve. The organization has also been active though in 
providing training to local farmers on the responsible harvesting and 
use of non-timber forest products, including on quality standards to 
attain Forest Stewardship Council certification for their products.  
The organization has focused on forest derivatives such as batana 
(oil), swa (oil), tunu (fiber), and achiote (seed).  

Batana oil – a natural ingredient in hair products that is quickly 
gaining popularity around the world – has proven particularly 
lucrative.  The oil is extracted from the nut of the American palm 
(Elaesis Oleifera), which is endemic to the region.  Honduras, in 
fact, is one of the only areas on the planet where it grows naturally.  
MOPAWI has been able to create market supply-chains to export 
the oil to cosmetic companies in the United States and Canada.  
Since that time, participating communities have steadily increased 

their production of the oil, while still ensuring its natural capacity 
to rejuvenate.  Before the market supply-chains were established,   
communities were producing less than 1,000 liters of batana oil a 
year and receiving USD 1.50 USD per liter. Today, more than 2,000 
producers from forty communities are producing around 88,000 
liters and receiving more than USD 7 USD per liter.  The extraction 
and processing of the oil to a pure and exportable state has proven 
to be amongst the greatest sources of income for the MOPAWI 
communities.  Cultivation of this and other non-timber forest 
products are reducing the need of local community members to 
practice destructive slash and burn agriculture.   

Organic cocoa cultivation

Another area of alternative livelihood programming for MOPAWI 
has been the sustainable cultivation of organic cocoa, particularly 
in the Rio Patuca region.  While a small number of indigenous 
families in the region already grew cocoa for local consumption, 
MOPAWI began to promote the crop as an agro-forestry strategy on 
a much larger scale in 1985.  For optimal production, cocoa requires 
consistently warm temperatures, a lot of rain, and canopy shelter 
from exposure to sun and wind.  One important characteristic of 
the crop is that it can be grown in combination with fruit trees, trees 
used for firewood, timber species, coco palms and food crops such 
as banana and plantains. In addition to providing for firewood and 
subsistence needs, these other crops can be sold in markets to create 
an additional income stream. It takes roughly three years for cocoa 
trees to being producing pods suitable for the cocoa market.  Cocoa 
trees, however, can be productive for up to 25 or 30 years.              
  
The organization promotes an agro-forestry approach to cocoa 
production, working with farmers to integrate the crop into 
ecoagriculture landscapes that also support fruits and timber trees. 
This integrated approach to forest management has proved highly 
successful in improving local incomes without damaging local forests 
or felling trees.  Through this activity, MOPAWI has helped to catalyze 



7

and sustain a cocoa producers association.  Local producers are 
provided with technical capacity building and training in financial 
management.  The association now maintains its own office, storage 
center and processing facilities.

Advocacy for land rights and resource entitlements

MOPAWI advocates and lobbies the government for indigenous land 
rights, tenure security and resource entitlements. This includes the 
defense of indigenous territory and lands for the Garifuna people. The 
organization has brokered several key negotiations with government 
authorities to secure community land rights over the last 25 years. As 
a complement to this activity, MOPAWI has trained hundreds of local 
and indigenous community members in forest conservation and 
stewardship, sustainable natural resource management practices, 
and the administration of forest management institutions.  

MOPAWI has worked with Meskito Asla Tananka (MASTA), the 
federation of representative indigenous organizations in La 
Mosquitia, to define a strategy for obtaining legal title to indigenous 
lands. The first step in the process was to document existing land uses 
to provide evidence and justification for the land claims.  MOPAWI 
worked with MASTA and other groups to carry out extensive surveys 
of the region.  These findings are then compiled into land legislation 
proposals that are submitted to the government.  MOPAWI has 
worked in this capacity for more than two decades – empowering 
indigenous associations and groups like MASTA to tackle land 
legalization processes and develop their own capacity for advocacy.      

In the Mocoron zone, for instance, the group was able to negotiate 
with the government to gain indigenous land rights over 68,000 
hectares of land.  The concession is now in place for 40 years.  
MOPAWI has worked to train local communities in sustainable 
natural resource management and developed land-use plans and 
zoning. Two distinctive management plans have been developed; 
one for 3,500 hectares of pine forest, the other for 14,500 hectares 
of broadleaf forest.  The group has also been responsible for the 
creation of strict protected areas.    

MOPAWI employs a number of different media in its outreach on land 
rights and tenure security.  Through radio, posters and workshops, 
the organization has informed more than 500 local people living in 
the region’s remote villages about their legal rights to traditional 
land as outlined in national law. 

Ecotourism and promoting cultural integrity

MOPAWI also works with local and indigenous communities to 
promote low-impact ecotourism.  Visitors to the region are provided 
with a number of community-delivered services, including: tours 
of local rivers, lagoons and inland waterways in dugout canoes; 
swimming and snorkeling in the Caribbean Sea; ethno-tourism 
excursions to three different indigenous groups; nature walks to 
observe the abundant flora and fauna; visiting ancient archaeological 
sites; hiking through lowland tropical rainforests; and participation 
in local conservation projects, such as the protection of sea turtles 
or butterfly breeding. 

In collaboration with the Ministry of Education, MOPAWI has 
also created a bilingual, inter-cultural education program that 
incorporates both the Miskito language and Spanish in order to 
strengthen cultural pride and improve learning in local schools. 
The program includes an environmental education module in the 
curricula which emphasizes sustainable development, biodiversity 
conservation and the responsible management of local forests. 

“Climate change is no longer news on the radio or newspapers. It is having a severe impact on 
even the most remote villages. Longer drought and flash floods are affecting the poor more and 

more.”     
Oswaldo Munguía, MOPAWI
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Impacts

BIODIVERSITY IMPACTS
The geographical focus of MOPAWI’s conservation and resource 
management planning is on the Rio Plátano Biosphere Reserve.  The 
reserve is the largest surviving area of virgin tropical rainforest in 
Honduras.  It is home to several ecosystem types, including humid 
tropical forest and humid subtropical forest.  The majority of the 
reserve (about 85%) lies within the tropical moist-forest zone, and 
10-15% in the subtropical wet-forest zone. Mangrove ecosystems 
fringe the coastal lagoons of Brus (brackish) and Ibans (freshwater). 
Inland from the beach is a broad coastal savannah which consists 
of sedge prairie in the wetter areas, grasses in drier areas, and pine 
savannahs. Hardwood gallery forest is found along the Plátano 
River and other alluvial tributaries, and the greatest portion of the 
watershed is blanketed by mature broadleaf forest. 

Rio Platano Biosphere Reserve

The Río Plátano Biosphere Reserve is home to 39 species of 
mammal, 377 species of bird and 126 species of reptiles and 
amphibians. Threatened species found in the region include the 
giant anteater, Baird’s (Central American) tapir, jaguar, ocelot, puma, 
margay, jaguarondi, Central American otter, Caribbean manatee, 
American crocodile, brown caiman, red brocket deer, harpy eagle, 
scarlet macaw, green macaw, military macaw, king vulture, great 
curassow and crested guan. Notable turtles include the green turtle, 
loggerhead turtle and leatherback turtle.

Workshops and trainings focus on the sustainable extraction of non-
timber forest products and agro-forestry as a viable alternative to 
slash and burn agriculture.  As one example, MOPAWI works with 
thousands of farmers to promote the planting of Guama plants.  
These plants are then then promoted as sources of firewood to 
limit the felling of old-growth species.  Guama grows quickly and is 
nitrogen-fixing which in turn improves soil quality and the growth of 
several traditional crops like maize and beans. 

Turtle conservation and butterfly farming

MOPAWI also works with more than 100 inhabitants of the coastal 
Garifuna community of Plaplaya in a protection program for 
leatherback and loggerhead turtles.  Community members are 
trained to patrol more than 12 kilometers of beach which are used 
by the turtles as nesting sites.  Monitoring of the beaches and 
protection of nests is carried out until the baby turtles hatch.  To date, 
5,967 turtles have been born and safely released into the Caribbean 
Sea. A similar project of egg protection and local awareness-raising 
has been implemented in the area to help protect populations of 
the increasingly rare green iguana.  The giant loggerhead turtle, 
the leatherback sea turtle and the green iguana, all in danger of 
extinction, are protected through conservation programs which 
are further backstopped by awareness-raising programs that teach 
respect for natural breeding grounds and habitats.       

MOPAWI also operates the only butterfly farm in Honduras.  
Butterflies are exported to zoos and museums in the United States.  
The farm sells pupas, which change into butterflies within their 
destination exhibition houses.  The farm is based in the community 
of Raista and is one of the main ecotourism attractions in the Rio 
Plátano Biosphere Reserve. 

SOCIOECONOMIC IMPACTS
The region’s traditional economy is a forest-dependent one, based on 
shifting cultivation supplemented by hunting, fishing and trading. 
Communal property rights, land access and resource management 
were the norm.  The introduction of a market economy to the 
region, and the loss of communal land and resource management 
traditions, began to increase social inequality.  MOPAWI has worked 
to reintroduce traditional and communal resource management 
systems for the benefit of local communities and surrounding 
forests and ecosystems. Emphasis has been placed on involving local 
community residents directly in management and decision-making.  



The alternative livelihood approaches employed by MOPAWI 
are diverse. The organization has overcome the constraints of 
geographic isolation and deficiencies in local capacity to work in 
areas such as food security, health services, and nutrition.  MOPAWI 
has prioritized support to small-scale enterprises, particularly in the 
areas of agriculture and agro-forestry, but also provides support and 
guidance in niche fields of work, including the training of divers who 
harvest lobsters for sale in export markets. For the latter, local and 
indigenous community members have been trained in safe diving 
techniques to reduce recurring health issues such as decompression 
syndrome and paralysis.
    
Sustainable agriculture and agro-forestry

MOPAWI has been particularly active in sustainable agriculture 
and agro-forestry.  Their current program covers more than 48 
communities, involves 700 families and has engaged 20 primary 
schools. Farmers participating in MOPAWI agro-forestry programs 
are encouraged to diversify their crops and to limit hunting activities.  
Technical training and assistance are provided for agro-industrial 
crops, plantains and bananas, basic grains, and for family garden 
plots.  Training has also been provided to more than 200 indigenous 
farmers in all phases of organic cocoa production.  Expansion 
into organic cocoa has improved local incomes and reduced local 
dependence on harmful chemical and fertilizer inputs.  Farmers have 
also been supported in the uptake of sustainable alley cropping 
techniques that increase forest cover and decrease soil erosion.           
    
Ecotourism and micro-credit loans
    
Ecotourism has been pursued by MOPAWI as an alternative livelihood 
activity that supplements the incomes of subsistence farmers.  The 
organization has provided ecotourism-related training to over 100 
indigenous people in the Rio Plantano Biosphere Reserve.  Training 
is provided in guide services, food preparation, transportation and 
accommodations.  Ecotourism activities have created more than 
28 full-time jobs.  An ecotourism committee has been created to 
establish conservation-oriented rules and regulations for both 
visitors and guides. Prior to formation of the committee, less 25% 
of community families received an income or benefited from the 
tourism industry.  Today, all of the families in the Las Marias are 
benefiting and average household incomes have doubled. MOPAWI 
is in the process of preparing an ecotourism management strategy. 

Working through local banks, MOPAWI has also established a micro-
enterprise program and provided loans to more than 260 women, 
empowering them to launch small-scale businesses which in turn 
generate employment, income and family savings.  Among the 
businesses launched through this program are butcher shops, 
libraries, clothing shops and mosquito net retailers. Owing in part 
to the success of the microcredit program, community banks have 
grown in recent years from eight to thirteen.       

Health and education

A Preventive Health Care Programme has been developed to 
promote local health, wellbeing and general sanitation.  Outreach 
and educational materials are distributed in both Spanish and 
Miskito and cover basic hygiene through to disease control. The 
program has also focused on the rehabilitation of water and 
sanitation infrastructure, in particular local water systems, water 
tanks that serve health centers, and water pumps for family use. A 
wood stove and chimney improvement project has recently been 
initiated to reduce respiratory diseases and the use of firewood.

MOPAWI also promotes an inter-cultural bilingual education 
curriculum for local schools.  With support and endorsement by the 
Ministry of Education, this program currently serves 150 teachers 
and 3,000 students.  Teaching and learning materials are produced 
in both Miskito and Spanish to increase local aptitude in reading, 
writing and oral communication as well as promote pride in the 
local indigenous culture.  The program has led to establishment 
of the Bilingual Education Committee of the Honduran Mosquitia 
(CEBIMH).  

POLICY IMPACTS
MOPAWI has been active and successful at pursuing policy change 
that favors local and indigenous communities, particularly in the area 
of land rights and tenure security. At the legislative level, MOPAWI 
has played a key role in forging productive linkages between 
government, research organizations, national and international 
nongovernmental organizations, and indigenous organizations 
for campaigning and awareness-raising.  MOPAWI has effectively 
leveraged these relationships and partnerships to influence 
government policy.    
    
Among its more successful advocacy campaigns, MOPAWI joined 
forces with the Tawahka community to organize the Committee of 
Land Vigilance and First Congress on Indigenous Lands in Mosquita 
in 1992.  The grassroots initiative focused on mapping where in the 
region local and indigenous communities were applying communal 
land use or traditional resource access systems.  This mapping 
exercise helped lead to the creation of the 230,000 hectare Tawahka 
Biosphere Reserve, which is now managed by MOPAWI and other 
indigenous groups. The reserve links an important biodiversity 
corridor to protected areas in Nicaragua.  Formal legal designation 
has helped reduce illegal trafficking of forest timber and wildlife 
from the region.  

MOPAWI also partnered with the Tawahka community and other 
environmental conservation activists to protest construction of a 
dam (called the Patuca II project) which was to take place in the heart 
of the Mesoamerican Biological Corridor.  As a result of this lobbying 
and the delivery of balanced arguments against the economic 
and ecological feasibility of the dam, construction companies 
abandoned their plans. MOPAWI is also an active participant on the 
National Environmental Council, which advocates for sustainable 
practices and policies throughout the region.

9



10

Sustainability and Replication

SUSTAINABILITY
MOPAWI has been active in creating linkages and opportunity 
for knowledge exchange between communities in Honduras 
and Nicaragua. The organization has promoted community-to-
community knowledge exchanges and site visits to share experiences 
in biodiversity conservation, agro-forestry, sustainable development, 
and advocacy.  Some notable groups that have benefited from 
training and knowledge sharing activities include the Pech and 
Miskito Peoples in the Río Plátano World Heritage Site, the Capapan 
Basin Mestizo People in the Río Patuca National Park, and the Miskito 
People in the Rio Kruta Basin.  The organization holds workshops on 
diverse subjects ranging from cocoa production, agro-forestry, alley 
cropping for sustainable food production, ecotourism, community 
mobilization and organizing, and collective land rights advocacy. 

PARTNERS
• WWF: Beginning in 1990, WWF has provided financial and 

technical assistance as well as capacity building of local 
communities in forest management.  

• The Nature Conservancy: TNC provides financial and 
technical assistance, access to trainings and conferences, and 
administration of protected areas management.  

• US Department of the Interior: As part of a broader alliance 
that was formed in 1995 and which included USAID, USDOI 

provides financial and technical assistance to strengthen 
activities associated with the sustainable development of the 
Plátano Reserve, including sea turtle conservation, community 
organization and ecotourism.

• Miskito Indigenous Federation 
• The National University of Honduras: Collaboration with research 

in nature conservation and biodiversity with the local people. 
• The Ford Foundation : supporting for Indigenous Peoples rights 

to collective Land titling; 
• Tearfund : supporting sustainable livelihoods and disaster risk 

prevention and climate change; 
• Lutheran World Relief : supporting a integrated basing 

conservation and sustainable development project (This is 
ending now after ten years of support, and we are in talks for a 
possible extension);

• IUCN : supporting a project on monitoring of deforestation in 
the Platano World Heritage Site; 

• The Ojon Corp – Estee Lauder Company : supporting the 
commercialization of non-timber forest product with a 
significant component for benefit sharing to producers as a 
practice of Social Corporation Responsibility; 

• The Methodist Church of Ireland : supporting a water &sanitation 
initiative:

• The Rainforest Alliance : supporting an auditing and 
strengthening process of Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) 
certification. 

“Biodiversity is the foundation to local health and well-being. Let’s join efforts to protect 
biodiversity. Deforestation and land degradation only compound the negative effects of climate 

change.”     

Oswaldo Munguía, MOPAWI
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