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PROJECT SUMMARY

KEY FACTS

Uaxactún is an ancient archaeological site in the heart of
the Mayan Biosphere Reserve, popular with tourists for
its ancient ruins. Its 140 mestizo and indigenous families
primarily subsist on non-timber forest products such as
edible fruits, gum resin and palm leaves; their sustainable
management of forest resources over the past eighty years
has complemented conservation efforts, and has led to a
productive partnership between the community and the
Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS).
Local residents are represented by the Management and
Conservation Organization (Organización de Manejo y
Conservacion - OMYC), which manages resource extraction
within an 84,000-hectare forest concession. Concession
rents are supported by WCS, which also provides support
on the harvesting and marketing of non-timber forest
products, ecotourism ventures, minimal impact timber use,
and the conservation of game species.

EQUATOR PRIZE WINNER: 2002
FOUNDED: 1998
LOCATION: Petén region, Guatemala
BENEFICIARIES: 140 mestizo and indigenous families
BIODIVERSITY: 840 sq. km. community forest concession
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Background and Context

The Mayan Biosphere Reserve (MBR), located in northern Guatemala’s
largest region, Petén, is the principal intact tropical rainforest in
Central America. The ecological landscape of MBR is a combination
of savannahs and wetlands. Established in 1990 by the Government
of Guatemalan, the 1.7 million hectare (4.2 million acre) reserve was
created to conserve natural biodiversity and cultural values and to
stop uncontrolled deforestation.

complement conservation efforts. In order to pay concession rents,
OMYC is supported by the local branch of the Wildlife Conservation
Society (WCS). Additionally, WCS helps the community improve
their forest management capacity, with support on the harvesting
and marketing of non-timber forest products, ecotourism ventures,
minimal impact timber use, and the conservation of game species.

Sustainable forest management planning

A community-managed forest concession

In order to qualify for concessions, a land management plan must
clearly establish where and how resources will be harvested. OMYC
works with resident local and indigenous communities to develop
these requisite plans. In each plan, areas are demarcated for the
harvesting of traditional renewable resources. While the plan allows
for logging, community members are limited to a selective harvest
of 162 hectares (400 acres) per year within a specified 8,000 hectare
(19,280 acre) area of their concession. The management plan also
identifies critical habitat for endemic species, which must remain
untouched.

Uaxactún is an ancient archaeological site in the heart of the MBR,
popular with tourists for its ancient ruins. Uaxactún’s 140 mestizo and
indigenous families primarily subsist – both for consumption and in
terms of livelihoods – on non-timber forest products such as edible
fruits, gum resin and palm leaves. These are renewable resources that
can be harvested without killing the trees or degrading the forest.
In an effort to stem deforestation, the Government of Guatemala
has offered 25-year concessions for resident communities to legally
extract non-timber forest products. This has enabled the local
communities of Uaxactún to live off the land, while also contributing
to its preservation.

OMYC has been effective in addressing poverty reduction through the
sustainable use of forest resources. Sustainable forest management
has enabled the community to reap the benefits of local knowledge
of the forest in which they live. The organization has worked to
promote the harvesting of non-timber forest products that require
little by way of specialized skills, equipment or investment, including
chicle, xate and allspice. The new management plan has effectively
stopped the over-exploitation of forest resources, while the income
generating potential of the local communities has been improved.

The Management and Conservation Organization (Organización
de Manejo y Conservacion - OMYC), was created to represent the
residents of Uaxactún and to manage and conserve the forest
around Uaxactún sustainably. The organization pays concession
fees to the Government of Guatemala for the right to sustainably
extract forest products from an area of more than 84,000 hectares
(207,500 acres). OMYC works with resident communities to produce
sustainable land management plans and business plans that
help to govern natural resource and forest use. By legally gaining
rights to the area in which they live, OMYC has provided resident
communities with an opportunity to protect the forest, provide for
local wellbeing and livelihoods, and maintain their cultural identity.
An 80-year history of sustainable forest use with no dependence
on timber enables community extractive activities to effectively

Beyond sustainable forest management, the organization has
advocated against threats to the forest from extractive industries,
raised local awareness of the need for conservation, and developed
alternative livelihood activities, leveraging the expertise of external
partners for the long-term sustainable development of the region.
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Key Activities and Innovations

The Mayan Biosphere Reserve is particularly well suited to the
harvesting of non-timber forest products. Densities of xate, chicle
and allspice in the region are relatively high due to low overall
species diversity. Higher density translates to more efficient
harvesting for local communities. Many of the marketable endemic
non-timber forest products are also highly resilient, durable and
easily transported. Among the most important species to the local
economy are xate palm fronds (an understory jade palm that grows
beneath the canopy and is used for greenery in floral arrangements),
chicle latex (used in chewing gum), and allspice. Taken together,
these three products alone provide employment for over 7,000
people in Petén and annual revenues of over US$47 million.

addition to its latex, chicle trees bear edible fruits, valued among the
most nutritious and delicious in tropical America. The rough brown
fruits are between 3-4 inches wide, with yellowish-brown flesh that
is translucent, sweet, and wholesome.
Xate is an ornamental palm leaf collected from the understory palms
of the genus chaemadorea. Harvesting of xate is considered one of
the most important economic activities in the community, as it takes
place year round. Xate leaves can be harvested sustainably with no
harm to the plant if only a few leaves are removed from each palm.
Each Xate plant produces up to five harvestable leaves over a two to
four month period. Xate harvesters (or “xateros”) walk many miles
daily through the forest, selectively removing palm leaves so as not
to damage standing plants. Once picked, the leaves are sorted into
bundles or manojos of approximately 45 marketable fronds, which
contractors then carry to processing warehouses. Xate palm leaves
are collected primarily for export to florists in the United States and
Europe.

Three traditional, sustainable livelihood activities
The chicle tree is among the most abundant in the jungle of Petén.
In places, it is possible to find over 30 trees in a single hectare. Chicle
harvesters (or “chicleros”) collect the latex during the rainy season
from July to February when it flows more easily. Using a sharp-edged
machete or small pocket knife, chicle collectors make zigzag cuts
from the base of the tree trunk up to its first branches. The latex drips
down these grooves and is collected in a bag attached to the tree
at the bottom. Tapping wounds are generally placed at 16-inch (40
cm) intervals, and usually require between two and five years to heal.
Chicle gum is the tree latex of the chicozapote, chicle, or sapodilla
tree (Manilkara zapota). Traditionally, the Mayan Indians of Mexico
and Central America chewed the raw chicle latex, but more recently
it has found commercial value for use as an elastic ingredient in
chewing gum.

Allspice comes from the fruit of one of two small trees: Pimenta
dioica, or Pimienta gorda. Allspice gets its name from an aroma
that includes cloves, juniper berries, cinnamon and pepper. The
pimenta tree is related to the clove tree, and the oil of the two
spices has the same principal element, eugenol. Allspice harvesters
(or “pimenteros”) prune the branches of the trees to bear sufficient
fruit, remove the berries, and dry them over an open fire or under
the sun. After drying in a jungle clearing, the berries are sent to a
collection point where they are usually boiled to avoid mould. They
are then dried further before shipping to the United States, Russia
and Europe for use as a culinary or pickling spice, and are frequently
used in commercial sweet-pickle preparations. Ground allspice is
used in such blends as pumpkin pie spice, apple pie spice, seafood
seasoning and curry powder, and is present in many sausage and
pickled meats or fish products. It is also often used in sweet baked
goods, puddings and fruit preparations. The trees regenerate after
pruning and can be harvested again after six or seven years.

The raw latex is boiled, coagulated into crude white chicle, and then
molded into blocks. The boiling process requires skill to gauge when
the chicle is at roughly 33 percent moisture content and needs to
be poured off. Crude chicle has a composition of resin, gutta, arabin,
calcium, sugar, and various soluble salts. The blocks of chicle are
shipped to the United States for use as the base in chewing gum. In
5

Impacts

BIODIVERSITY IMPACTS

of economic activities to its partners and members. The organization
has taken efforts to ensure that women are equal stakeholders in
decision-making. Women have participated in all positions of the
Board of Directors, including management of the organization’s
funds, where three out of four of the Treasurers have been women.
Gender hurdles still exist, however, as some concessions in the
biosphere do not allow for the participation of women.

The local community uses the forest resources sustainably and, as a
result, have made a big impact on preserving and regenerating the
environment. There are several biodiversity benefits of harvesting
xate, chicle and allspice, primary among them that they represent
an economic alternative to cutting down the forest, raising cattle,
or growing corn, which largely have degenerative and deleterious
effects on the land. Moreover, the new management plan has
stemmed the over-exploitation of forest resources.

Benefits to local livelihoods
Local livelihoods have improved as a result of harvesting and selling
non-timber forest products. Xate and allspice collection in particular
require little by way of specialized skills, equipment, or investment.
Through the reserve management plan, equitable access and
benefit sharing is now ensured. Many family incomes have increased
to twice the minimum wage.

In 2009, the Uaxactún Community Concession carried out an
environmental assessment of endemic flora and fauna as well as a
comprehensive reforestation effort of two species; Chamaedorea
oblongata and Chamaedorea ernesti-augustii. As part of this
project, capacity building on income diversification, trainings,
and educational activities were carried out with the community
to increase awareness of conservation benefits. Daily wages were
provided to community members enlisted to support with the
reforestation. Over 50,000 trees were planted in the interior of
the Uaxactún forest, the largest number of plants and largest
reforestation effort ever undertaken in a single season.

An associated benefit of the concession agreement has been that the
community has gained entry into the state social security system, an
essential resource that was previously unavailable to much of the
population.
Ecotourism has been developed as a source of income for the
Uaxactún villagers, who receive 5 percent of net earnings from all
eco-tourism ventures in the region. Income generated through
ecotourism has been invested into community projects, including
women’s cooperatives, small business ventures and local schools.

This scaling up of reforestation efforts – which concentrated
primarily on the xate tree – is a reflection of the positive impacts
resulting from OMYC’s work and the conservation agreement
signed between OMYC, WCS, the National Council of Protected
Areas (Consejo Nacional de Areas Protegidas, CONAP), Conservation
International, and local conservation partners.

OMYC and WCS have launched a feasibility study on the most
commercially productive tree in the MBR – the xate tree. This
project is the first of its kind in the MBR, attempting to establish
plantations rather than simply transplanting wild plants. The project
has established a sample plot where the participation of children
and families is encouraged. The local community participates in
data collection, tree germination, and cost accounting. Based on
germination success to date, the project has attracted investment

SOCIOECONOMIC IMPACTS
OMYC, with the support of WCS, seeks to help manage resources
in a sustainable manner, conserve the forest’s productive capacity,
and improve the lives of its members. OMYC uses committees,
commissions and its General Assembly to delegate the management
6

POLICY IMPACTS

interest, offering potential financial support to an additionally
sustainable activity. The project has had the additional spillover
benefit of local community members collecting seeds from the test
plot to develop their own reforestation plots. OMYC has plans to
double the size of the pilot site and to begin the harvest of leaves in
three years.

When OMYC began in 1998, forging institutional partnerships was
a priority. WCS responded with financial and logistical support,
and helped OMYC attain formal legal status as a civil society
organization. Now, OMYC has one of the largest community
concessions in Mesoamerica, and is an anchor of the Mesoamerican
Biological Corridor. The concession awarded to OMYC has improved
the community’s resilience to external threats on the forest and their
livelihoods. When OMYC began, the biggest threat to local security
and conservation of the forest came from concessions granted to
the timber industry which were encroaching onto community lands.
In more recent history, however, the community has been under
pressure to open their forest to oil exploration and development,
as well as to housing an outpost of the Guatemalan military. In all
instances, and with the support of its partners, the community and
OMYC have successfully resisted this encroachment.

To capitalize on the fact that the area contains one of the most
celebrated archaeological sites of the Mayan civilization, and that
many other important archaeological temples surround the villages
of Tikal, Rio Azul, Mirador, and San Bartolo, OMYC has started a
small ecotourism project. The project is designed to ensure that the
benefits of ecotourism development are under the control of the
community, and not in the hands of external stakeholders.

An innovative awareness-raising venture
OMYC, with the support of WCS, has also facilitated an innovative
educational partnership for the last four years with LightHawk
Uaxactún, a U.S. pilots NGO dedicated to conservation. The groups
have partnered to fly villagers over the forest and surrounding areas
to educate local community members on both the condition of the
intact forest as well as external threats on the periphery of their
land. Community leaders are flown to various areas of MBR where
extractive industries (mostly oil and timber) have either degraded or
destroyed forest cover or facilitated land incursions by neighboring
communities prone to slash and burn agriculture.

This has come at some cost, forgoing short term gains in revenues
and infrastructure for longer term sustainability and conservation.
(At one point in time the community, which lacks a potable water
system, was offered functioning water wells in exchange for drilling
rights). OMYC credits a strong partnership with the ability to counter
the lobbying efforts of large-scale extractive industries, to educate
the local population on imminent threats to their security, and to
the promotion of transparency and democracy in how development
decisions are taken.

Control and surveillance staff in flyover practice for threat detection (forest fires, encroachment, illegal logging, etc.)
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Sustainability and Replication

SUSTAINABILITY

Foundation (NWTF) and CONAP, OMYC is investigating the potential
economic benefits of turkey sport hunting to the local population,
where females are conserved during reproductive periods and
the majority of revenues are generated through the hunting of
male turkeys. Revenues are being used by OMYC to monitor the
turkey population, to monitor grants, and to fund activities of the
committee of hunters that coordinates and manages the project
at the community level. Revenues have also been invested into
replication activities in Carmelita.

OMYC believes that processes of development and conservation
in Uaxactún require a long-term vision of sustainability. OMYC has
signed a concession contract granting rights to the harvesting of
non-timber forest products for a period of 25 years. This concession,
which will expire in 2025, is subject to extension for another 25
years at its conclusion. As a requirement of this concession, OMYC
accepts responsibility to comply with a total concession payment of
Q. 417,000 (equivalent to around US$55,600) to manage the forest in
keeping with “green seal” certification standards (Smart Wood), and
to ensure the sustainable management of natural resources in the
area. Additionally, OMYC assumes responsibility for stewardship of
the many Mayan ruins and monuments in the area.

OMYC takes an integrated view to resource management, ensuring
that the local economy is not dependent on a single activity or crop.
As a village, Uaxactún received Presidential recognition in 1996 for
its resource management efforts.

Innovative financing mechanisms
An essential partner to the sustainability of OMYC has been the
Moriah Fund, through which a unique concession fee payment
scheme has been developed. The Moriah Fund made a contribution
of US$20,000 to OMYC which was to be earmarked exclusively for
payment of the concession. The funds were deposited in a fixed
deposit account with high interest (between nine and ten percent)
with the goal of paying the concession based on the interest
generated. This payment system was put in place to remove any
community incentive to deforest or harvest timber in order to cover
the costs of the concession.
Research conducted by WCS on endemic wildlife has also allowed
OMYC to develop a wildlife management plan that has led to the
conservation of a threatened species as well as improved local
livelihoods. The Oscillated Turkey (Meleagris ocellata) is endemic to
the Selva Maya. OMYC has developed a management plan for the
hunting of these turkeys, both for sport and consumption. Prior to
the OMYC management plan, male and female turkeys were hunted
indiscriminately. Now, in partnership with the National Wild Turkey

Drying of ramón (Brosimium allicastrum)
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REPLICATION

PARTNERS

A key element of the OMYC strategy is ongoing investment in the
development of educational programs. The organization is working
to develop a community technical center, where local youth and
other village residents can learn computer skills and gain access
to the internet. OMYC also works to support the local high school,
which has three grades in operation and which currently has 51
students enrolled. A wildlife-based environmental curriculum has
been developed for the school, to help mainstream conservation
awareness for the next generation.

With support from WCS and the United States Peace Corps, OMYC was
also able to negotiate a reduced rate of almost half for its concession
payments to the Government of Guatemala. The organization also
depends on several partners to ensure the ecological integrity of the
area and to guard against external threats. Partners that have been
supportive in this regard include: the Natural Resources Defense
Council (NRDC), ParksWatch, Tropico Verde, Honeysuckle, and the
Oilwatch Audubon Society. The National Fund for Conservation
has provided funding for a number of project components. The
National Wild Turkey Foundation supports research on Uaxactún
turkeys. Additional funders and supporters of OMYC include: the
Association of Forest Communities of Petén (ACOFOP), CICAFOCClaireborn Ortenberg Foundation, Moriah Fund, Disney Foundation,
LightHawk, Rainforest Alliance, Conservation Trust in Guatemala, U.S.
Peace Corps, Florida University, York University, Florida International
University, Columbia University, University of San Carlos, CONAP, and
the Institute of Anthropology and History.

OMYC works with Conservation International on their Conservation
Steward’s Program, which is designed to offer leadership training
and embed conservation incentives into the community. Plans
are underway to build a research station that will provide crucial
information on all aspects of Uaxactún and the surrounding area.

Mural of Xate production chain: ‘selection’ and ‘cutting’

Women of the community in xate selection activities at the
distribution center

Mural of Xate production chain: ‘nursury’ and ‘xate collector’

Xate nurseries (Chamaedorea sp.)
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