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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 Norwegian Agency for Development Cooperation 
(NORAD) and the German Federal Ministry for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (BMZ), awarded the 
Equator Prize 2017 to 15 outstanding local community 
and indigenous peoples initiatives from 12 countries. The 
winners were recognized for their significant work to advance 
nature-based solutions for sustainable development in 

marine, forest, grassland, dryland and wetland ecosystems.  
Selected from 806 nominations from across 120 countries, 
the winners were celebrated at a gala event in New York, 
coinciding with Global Goals Week and the 72nd Session 
of the UN General Assembly. Special emphasis was placed 
on scalable, nature-based solutions to address biodiversity 
conservation, climate change adaptation, disaster risk 
reduction, gender equality, land rights, and food and water 
security to reduce poverty, protect nature, and strengthen 
resilience.

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 scale nature-
based solutions essential to achieving the Sustainable 
Development Goals.  

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


KEY FACTS
Equator Prize Winner 

2017

Founded

1998

Location 

Bermudian Landing Village, Belize

Beneficiaries 

240 landowners in 7 villages, stretching across 5,253 hectares

Areas of focus

Terrestrial conservation; sustainable land management; 
responsible consumption and production; protection of 
endangered species; and ecotourism

Sustainable Development Goals Addressed

EQUATOR PRIZE 2017 WINNER FILM

PROJECT SUMMARY
Led by women from seven communities in the 
northern coastal plain of Belize, the Community 
Baboon Sanctuary Women’s Conservation 
Group (CBSWCG) supports the conservation 
of the black howler monkey, or baboon, in the 
Community Baboon Sanctuary (CBS), which 
covers 3,315 hectares. CBSWCG brings together 
240 landowners, each of whom voluntarily 
participates in conservation efforts through a 
pledge system. The sanctuary has produced a 
sustainable land management plan for 2013-2018 
that has environmental, economic, and social 
benefits extending well beyond the protected area 
and include maintaining interconnected wildlife 
corridor integrity and a comprehensive sustainable 
natural resource management strategy. A micro-
grant fund has spawned projects in sustainable oil 
harvesting, tilapia farming, organic agriculture, and 
livestock rearing while the Bel-Riv Commerce and 
Eco-Tourism Expo, created by the organisation in 
2013, offers improved market access for farmers, 
small-scale entrepreneurs, and artisans. The 
successful protection of the sanctuary has led not 
only to an increase in the baboon population from 
800 in 1985 to 3,500 in 2017, but also to the recovery 
of vulnerable populations of jaguar, ocelot, margay, 
puma and over 200 species of birds.

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/234880297
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
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BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

Established in 1985 to protect the habitat of the black howler 
monkey (Alouatta pigra) – locally called baboons – in the 
northern coastal plain of Belize, the Community Baboon 
Sanctuary (CBS) is a voluntary grassroots private protected area 
covering 3,315 hectares along the Belize River. The Community 
Baboon Sanctuary is a Community Conserved Area that falls 
under Category IV of the IUCN protected area categories. IUCN 
Category IV designate areas that aim to protect particular 
species or habitats.

The Community Baboon Sanctuary Women’s Conservation 
Group (CBSWCG) was founded in 1998 to support the 
management of the Community Baboon Sanctuary. The 
initiative is led by women from seven villages located 
within the Belize River Valley, in the Belize District. The 
seven communities are Big Falls/St. Paul’s Bank, Willows 
Bank, Double Head Cabbage, Bermudian Landing, Isabella 
Bank, Scotland Halfmoon, and Flowers Bank. Together, 
these villages comprise 365 households with a population 
of approximately 746 men and 704 women. Bermudian 
Landing is the central point and is approximately 48 
kilometres from Belize City.  

The communities that fall within the Community Baboon 
Sanctuary have a long-held cultural appreciation for black 
howler monkeys. Villagers in the Belize River Valley have 
rarely hunted howlers for food, or captured them to sell to 
the pet trade. In fact, over generations of co-existence in 
the Belize River Valley, black howler monkeys have become 
a key part of the fabric of rural life. The establishment of 
the sanctuary in 1985 thus only reflected a formal, external 
acknowledgement of the reality that a de facto natural 
sanctuary for these animals already existed.

In addition to the black howler monkey, the Community 
Baboon Sanctuary protects other important wildlife such as 
Baird’s tapir (Tapirus bairdii), jaguarundi (Felis yagouaroundi), 
Morelet’s crocodile (Crocodylus moreletii), green iguana 
(Iguana iguana), Central American river turtle (Dermatemys 
mawii), white-tailed deer (Odocoileus virginianus), and over 
200 species of birds. The area also boasts a high diversity 
of plant species, including logwood (Haematoxylum 

campechianum), Spanish cedar (Cedrela odorata), and 
Honduras mahogany (Swietenia macrophylla).

The Community Baboon Sanctuary is the longest lasting 
conservation area in the Belize River Valley. It is immediately 
adjacent to the two main wildlife corridors in Belize: the 
Belize River Node and the Cox Lagoon/Mucklehany Lagoon 
Corridor. Additionally, the Ramsar Site Crooked Tree Corridor/
Wildlife Sanctuary neighbours the outer Community Baboon 
Sanctuary villages of Lemonal and Rancho Dolores. 

The vast majority of the sanctuary is made up of privately-
owned lands. The remainder are under long-term lease by 
CBSWCG from the Government of Belize. The privately-
owned lands that are part of the Community Baboon 
Sanctuary are mostly owned by men (250 individuals), while 
a smaller percentage belongs to women (80 individuals). 
The reason for this disparity is that, traditionally, men are 
viewed as heads of households and are therefore own 
the family assets. In recent years, through advocacy and 
awareness campaigns, women are increasingly heading 
households and owning land in the area. 

Economic roles also tend to vary between genders. Men are 
mostly tour guides for activities including river canoe trips, 
night hikes, horseback rides, and cultural presentations. They 
also earn income through agriculture, animal husbandry, 
and the sale of timber products. In contrast, women are 
more involved in tourism through activities such as catering, 
handicrafts, production of jams, jellies and wines, home 
stays, and cultural presentations. They also engage in fishing, 
animal husbandry, backyard gardening, and cleaning.

Women use the majority of their income to pay for school 
education and food. Most women earning a wage are single 
parents and must use all their earnings for survival. Only 
a limited number are able save and reinvest their income. 
Similarly, responsible men use their earnings to reinvest in the 
farm or products, pay for food and medical bills, and in some 
cases for recreation. A few also have minimal savings. However, 
the overall income of families is so small that in most cases men 
and women must combine their earnings in order to survive.
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Origin and structure

In the early 1980s, scientists found that the population of 
black howler monkeys living along the Belize River was 
perhaps the most critically endangered population across 
the entire species range, which includes southern Mexico, 
northern Guatemala, and Belize. However, because this 
population resided on the private lands of Belizean 
farmers, the involvement of these seven villages would be 
key to their survival. 

In 1984, with the help of resident Fallet Young, primatologist 
Robert Horwich (1940-2017) worked with local landowners 
to develop a voluntary sanctuary to protect and grow the 
local black howler monkey population. Across the seven 
villages, landowners reported that they liked the howlers, 
which were harmless to their subsistence crops and cattle 
ranches, and that they could easily commit to developing 
this sanctuary. The Community Baboon Sanctuary was 
created the following year, with a diverse membership 
of landowners who signed voluntary pledges to protect 
black howler monkey habitats and to sustainably manage 
their lands.

The Community Baboon Sanctuary was initially managed 
by men from 1985 to 1997. This initial organization 
eventually fell apart due to financial constraints and 
internal conflicts among the representatives, mainly over 
how the benefits from the sanctuary were distributed. 
The women who were part of its inception decided they 
could not let such a unique model go to waste. To save 
the sanctuary, Jessie Young, the wife of the sanctuary 
manager, gathered the wives of male landowners and 
some women landowners to discuss the sanctuary and the 
needs of the community. The group circulated a petition 
to the landowners requesting that the women become 
the managers of the sanctuary. Landowners across 
the seven villages agreed to this change in leadership. 
Notably, men in the communities were supportive since 
they would not be excluded from the future management 
of the sanctuary.

In 1998, the Community Baboon Sanctuary Women’s 
Conservation Group (CBSWCG) was born as the new 
management committee of the sanctuary and registered 
as a legal non-profit organisation in Belize. CBSWCG is 

run by an elected 8-member board of directors made up 
of a president and one female representative from each 
of the seven villages. One particularly powerful feature of 
CBSWCG is that the organisation brings together women 
from all walks of life, including women with different 
religions, cultures, and educational qualifications. These 
women work well together to promote peace, stability, 
women’s empowerment, and sustainable livelihoods 
across their communities. 

CBSWCG also has an advisory body comprised by key 
community stakeholders, a scientist, a business person, 
and a member of CBSWCG. The organisation holds 
quarterly meetings to address the needs of the community 
and the protected area, programmes, and projects. It also 
holds annual general meetings with landowners to keep 
them informed of the status of the Community Baboon 
Sanctuary and development plans. As specific projects and 
programmes are developed, the group holds additional 
community consultations.

The main objectives of CBSWCG include the following:

 ■ Conservation: To conserve the population of black 
howler monkeys and other fauna and flora within the 
sanctuary.

 ■ Research: To conduct relevant research to guide 
conservation objectives and inform decision-making. 

 ■ Education: To educate community members on con-
servation, development, and capacity development 
tools that lead to empowerment, including scholar-
ship opportunities in natural resource management 
and tourism.

 ■ Ecotourism: To provide income generation to 
community members from ecotourism-related 
activities such as homestays and employment 
opportunities such as tour guiding.

 ■ Community Development: To support community 
development through activities such as sports, 
reforestation, clean-up campaigns, youth groups, 
disaster preparedness, gender equality, family 
planning, health and well-being, support to address 
domestic violence, and school projects, among 
others. 
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LOCAL CHALLENGES

Lack of economic opportunity and deforestation 

Structural unemployment continues to be a major 
challenge throughout the Belize River Valley, particularly 
among women and youth. Historically, the area was 
settled by people who moved along the river following 
the logging operations and, until recently, logging was 
still a major source of income. However, with the decline 
of available resources, economic activity has shifted to 
agriculture and service. Approximately half of the adult 
population is employed outside the area and commute 
to work on a daily basis. In recent years, ecotourism has 
begun to play a larger role in local livelihoods, but still has 
not reached its full potential.

Deforestation, albeit at a small scale on most individual 
landholdings, is widespread throughout the Community 
Baboon Sanctuary, affecting more than 50 percent of 

landholdings. Because most land within the sanctuary 
is privately held, and therefore the unit of management 
is each individual landholding, deforestation severity 
is not consistent across the sanctuary. Some areas are 
under extreme pressure, while others remain virtually 
untouched. Deforestation leads to both a loss of habitat for 
black howler monkeys, and to fragmentation of remaining 
habitat with key impacts for species persistence. 

Wildfires also pose a threat to key howler habitat. Pasture 
fires and swidden agriculture – a shifting cultivation system 
where new areas are cleared using fire – are common 
techniques in the Belize River Valley. Sometimes these fires 
grow out of control and lead to the destruction of crops, 
fruit trees, and habitats essential for native wildlife.  

Land use change and free-ranging cattle

As older landholders belonging to the Community Baboon 
Sanctuary die and the land passes on to younger genera-
tions, there is a tendency for land use to shift towards large-
scale agriculture or cattle ranching. In some cases, locals sell 
their land to foreigners who may not be as interested in abid-
ing by the land management stipulations of the Sanctuary. 
Significant outreach is needed to explore land easement 
options with current landowners to minimize the loss of 
forest cover within the Community Baboon Sanctuary.  

Additionally, although the Government of Belize 
has passed a law forbidding free-roaming cattle and 
horses, this practice is still fairly common throughout 
the sanctuary. Cattle impact the regeneration of forest 
seedlings, increase soil disturbance and erosion, and 
cause manure management and water contamination 
issues. Cattle also compete for food sources with native 
herbivore species. 

Overexploitation of wildlife species 

Hunting for game has been part of life in the Belize 
River Valley for generations.  Over the past five years, 
however, increasing hunting pressure has led to declines 
in the populations of several native species. In particular, 
fisheries in Mussel Creek have been overexploited, as well 

as populations of the Central American turtle and Morelet’s 
crocodile. To a lesser extent, there has also been pressure 
on the green iguana and other popular bushmeat species. 
In addition, there is a growing trend in the savanna areas 
to capture parrots for illegal trade.
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Climate change and natural disasters

The large majority of the population in the Belize River 
Valley resides adjacent to an exposed low-lying coastal 
zone, on the flood-prone banks of the Belize River system. 
Likewise, almost all economic activity – agriculture, 
shops, and tourism – are located in this area. This location 
leaves the communities particularly vulnerable to natural 
hazards. 

Hurricane Richard devastated the villages in the sanctuary 
as recently as 2010 with strong winds that caused many 
trees to fall and homes to be destroyed. This was followed 

by a severe fire that engulfed approximately 40 percent of 
Community Baboon Sanctuary forests. 

In 2016, the flooding and erosion caused by Hurricane 
Earl and the related tropical depression and lasted for over 
three months were also highly devastating. They resulted in 
significant economic losses from crop failure, livestock death, 
and loss of livelihoods, all of which were exacerbated by a 
severe drought that followed the storm system. These weather 
systems are also believed to be the reason for fatalities in the 
black howler monkey population during this time.  

Social and gender inequality

Given that the Community Baboon Sanctuary is comprised 
of individual landholdings, the lack of sufficient economic 
opportunity for landowners is a threat to ecological health 
of the Sanctuary. Lack of livelihood security impacts 
up to 50 percent of landholders within the Community 
Baboon Sanctuary. Without options for sustainable income 
generation, landowners are more likely to engage in 
activities that lead to the destruction of local habitats and 
impact the density and distribution of wild game, fish, and 
reptile species. 

A closely-related long-term challenge in the Belize River 
Valley is providing local children with quality basic schooling 
and adequate educational opportunities. Education is highly 

important as it provides a foundation for employment 
outside of small-scale agriculture and subsistence hunting 
and fishing. It also equips youth with capacity and potential 
to become sustainable development pioneers in the Belize 
River Valley.

Another key challenge is the fact that women in the 
conservation area face both fear of domestic violence 
and lack of childcare, both of which hinder their ability to 
engage outside of their households. In addition, due to 
lack of local livelihood opportunities, it is common that 
young single mothers are forced to find jobs outside the 
community to be able to provide for themselves and their 
families, likewise reducing their ability to engage.
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LOCAL RESPONSES

Conservation pledges and adaptive management 

At the heart of CBSWCG’s work is the diverse membership 
of landowners who signed voluntary pledges to protect 
black howler monkey habitat and to sustainably manage 
their private lands. Over the years, the combined voluntary 
efforts of these landowners have resulted in the regrowth 
of large forest patches and the interconnection of these 
parcels by forested corridors. Deforestation due to 
swidden agriculture and the removal of large areas of 
forest for pasture has also been significantly reduced. 

The reduction of deforestation and increased forest cover 
has provided key habitat for native flora and fauna, ensuring 
ecosystem health. At the same time, it has converted the 
area from a carbon source to a carbon sink, and therefore 
played a key role in climate change mitigation. Pledges to 
regenerate riparian forest and to eliminate deforestation 
along the riverbank have also served a key role in disaster 
risk reduction by preventing erosion. 

This voluntary pledge alone, however, is not enough 
to ensure the sustainability of the conservation area. 
CBSWCG has used an adaptive management approach to 
build on voluntary pledges and to ensure that landowners 
and other members of the local community have the 
resources to meet this commitment. Belize has changed 
a great deal since the inception of the sanctuary in 1985, 
as well as since CBSWCG assumed management in 1998. 
To ensure the sustainability of the sanctuary, it has been 
essential for the group to continually adapt by revising the 
management structure, enhancing management capacity, 
embracing regional and national conservation initiatives, 
improving its internal and external communication, 
reaching out to a new generation of citizens of the Belize 
River Valley, and increasing the depth and scope of its 
management. 

In 2012, after consultations with membership and partners, 
CBSWCG embarked on the development of its first 
comprehensive management plan for the Community 
Baboon Sanctuary.  The 2013-2018 plan has been prepared 
to fit within the framework required by Belize’s National 
Protected Area Policy and System Plan. The management 
plan also emphasizes the nature of the Community Baboon 
Sanctuary as a Community Conservation Area, as well as its 
unique governance and management structures.

The 2013-2018 Community Baboon Sanctuary manage-
ment plan identifies five key conservation targets: 

1. Protection and maintenance of a viable population of 
black howler monkeys.

2. Maintaining the interconnected corridor integrity of 
Community Baboon Sanctuary lands.

3. Sustainable use of fish, reptile, and wildlife resources 
in the region.

4. Protection of lands linked to the Northern Biological 
Corridors in Belize.

5. Development of a comprehensive pledge system to 
achieve conservation targets.

Ongoing actions to achieve these conservation targets 
include:  re-pledging sanctuary landowners, updating 
and creating new property maps and conservation plans, 
conducting monitoring of new management plans every 
one to two years, and taking areas prone to flooding into 
consideration prior to implementing any programmes 
and/or projects in those areas.
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KEY IMPACTS 

Conservation pledges and adaptive management 

 ■ The black howler monkey population has experienced a steady growth, from 800 in 1985 to 3,500 in 2017. 
 ■ Recovery of vulnerable populations of jaguar, ocelot, margay, puma, and over 200 species of birds.
 ■ Translocation of approximately 65 monkeys to the Cockscomb Basin Wildlife Sanctuary and 15 to the 

Macal River in San Ignacio, in an effort to reintroduce the species in an area from which they were 
extirpated because of hurricanes and yellow fever in the 1950s.

 ■ Increase in Community Baboon Sanctuary membership from 12 landowners in 1985 to 240 members 
in 2017.

 ■ Three young men (18-25 years) trained and certified as Fire Rangers by the Programme for Belize (PFB) 
and the America Fire Service, with funding from the Protected Areas Conservation Trust (PACT). 

Sustainable development projects and micro-grants  

Sustainable management of the Community Baboon 
Sanctuary is inherently related to the access of local 
communities to sustainable livelihoods and resources 
that improve their well-being. CBSWCG works extensively 
with both genders on a variety of socioeconomic issues, 
including obtaining land titles, implementing programmes 
for the elderly, providing food baskets, advocating for a 
better health centre, assisting youth with scholarships, 
and providing an education centre as a safe community 
space. The group also trains stay-at-home mothers in 
backyard gardening, handicrafts, conflict mediation, and 
strategies to combat gender-based violence. By ensuring 
community well-being, these activities serve as incentives 
towards conservation of habitats for howlers and other 
native wildlife.

CBSWCG has also initiated a micro-grant programme 
that provides recipients with both small grants and 
training in small business management and development, 
organisational management, recordkeeping, and 
accounting for local small groups in the area. A requirement 
for obtaining the grant is that the recipient must sign a 
Memorandum of Understanding with CBSWCG to save 
five percent of their income with a credit union of their 
choice to ensure the sustainability of their project. The 
sustainable livelihoods projects financed through these 
grants include pig farms, tilapia farms, organic vegetable 
gardens, sewing, homestays, handicrafts, catering, and 
ecotourism. CBSWCG seeks to ensure that these projects 
are distributed throughout the member villages; however, 
the equal sharing of benefits to all member communities 
remains a concern of the group.

KEY IMPACTS 

Sustainable development  
projects and micro-grants 

 ■ Distribution of over 50 micro-grants ranging from BZ$2,500 to BZ$10,000 (approximately US$1,241 to 
US$4,965) for new and existing businesses run by young entrepreneurs and women living within the 
Community Baboon Sanctuary.

 ■ 55 families receiving direct economic and environmental benefits as a result of project activities;  
275 people benefiting indirectly.

 ■ Production of organic fish, vegetables, and wines provides food security for local families and sale of 
surplus provides cash savings.
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Bel-Riv Commerce and Eco-Tourism Expo 

A key obstacle for local farmers, entrepreneurs, artisans, 
and tour guides is the difficulty and cost of accessing nearby 
cities, as well as the the lack of marketing opportunities 
for their products and services. In response, beginning 
in 2013, CBSWCG began to organise the biennial Bel-Riv 
Commerce and Eco-Tourism Expo to support businesses 
operating across the seven communities within the 
Community Baboon Sanctuary.

The Expo offers a valuable opportunity for local entrepre-
neurs to promote their products and services. The event 
also serves as a key forum to share traditional farming 
practices and sustainable land management techniques. 
The Expo is the first of its kind in the Belize River Valley, 
and has increased in size with every iteration. Through this 
event local entrepreneurs have gained key skills in market-

ing and pricing their products, bringing needed income to 
their households.  

As part of these efforts to support local livelihood development 
and raise the profile on entrepreneurs within Community 
Baboon Sanctuary, the Belize River Valley Development 
Symposium was held in August 2017 to share information 
among different stakeholders and to address issues faced by 
local communities. The symposium was executed with the 
support of the Ministry of Labour, Local Government and 
Rural Development, and attendees included the Minister 
of Transport and National Emergency Management and 
representatives of the local education, health, and business 
sectors. The information gathered during this symposium 
is being used to guide management decisions for the 
Community Baboon Sanctuary.

KEY IMPACTS 

Bel-Riv Commerce and  
Eco-Tourism Expo

 ■ The Expo attracts students, teachers, housewives, and customers from as far as Belmopan, the 
country’s capital city, leading to increased visibility for local entrepreneurs.

 ■ Over 300 students have participated in educational activities such as quizzes, essays on the importance 
of the Community Baboon Sanctuary, and cultural demonstrations such as rice beating, cohune oil 
processing, and production of sugar cane juice using poles. 

 ■ Community members, including housewives, have benefitted from the sale of handicrafts, wines, 
jellies, cohune and coconut oils, local live chicken, pigs and ducks, rice, and other farm products. 

 ■ The Miss Belize River Valley Kriol Pageant has been developed to preserve the culture and kriol folklore stories. 
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Research, education, and motivation of new generations

During its first 15 years, the Community Baboon Sanctuary 
had one of the longest longitudinal research programmes 
on black howler monkeys in the world. The research 
projects resulted in dissertations, books, and numerous 
research articles on monkeys, Central American river 
turtles, impacts of ecotourism, and impacts of hunting 
game meat, to name a few. In recent years, however, 
the research programme at the Community Baboon 
Sanctuary has been significantly reduced. In response, 
CBSWCG has renewed efforts to attract researchers back 
to the sanctuary.

Leveraging its strong research and conservation pro-
grammes, CBSWCG has developed a vibrant community 
outreach programme. A key component of this work is vis-
its to village schools to give talks on local flora and fauna 
as well as on natural history of black howler monkeys. 
CBSWCG hopes to upscale its outreach in local schools, 
however these visits require mobile transportation and 
the cost of fuel is currently prohibitive (US$6/gallon).  As 
a complementary initiative, CBSWCG developed its own 
education centre in 2003, equipped with computers and 
internet services, for the use of community members 
across all seven villages. Students also use the spaces for 
research purposes. Through the activities of the education 

centre, community members, students, and visitors alike 
have access to resources about black howler monkeys 
and the importance of conservation and sustainable 
development. 

CBSWCG also holds the annual Fallet A. Young 
Environmental Summer Camp, which caters to students 
from communities within the sanctuary. At the camp, 
the CBSWCG staff and partner agencies build awareness 
around key environmental issues. Building on this work, 
in 2016 CBSWCG created a Youth Conservation Group that 
participates in the organisation of the Expo, represents 
CBSWCG at trade shows and educational fairs, and 
participates in the annual national agricultural fairs. The 
group also paints ‘no hunting’ signs at bus stops, helps 
with the annual summer camp, conducts climate change 
surveys with farmers and community members, and assists 
in the repledging of landowners. They also volunteer their 
time at CBSWCG office and are hired as weekend cashiers 
on a rotational basis to support their school fees.

To build the next generation of conservation leaders, 
CBSWCG offers three scholarships (two for the high school 
level and one for the tertiary level) annually to students 
pursing studies in natural resource management.

KEY IMPACTS 

Research, education, and  
motivation of new generations

 ■ Since 2015, 10 young women and 2 young men have been offered scholarships to pursue studies in 
natural resource management.

 ■ Each year 1,800 students from around the world are provided with tours of Community Baboon 
Sanctuary. 

 ■ Each year 250 youth of ages 7 to 16 are educated in the Fallet A. Young Environmental Summer Camp.
 ■ The CBSWCG Youth Conservation Group has attracted 11 young women and five young men from 

communities across the sanctuary.
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Gender equality

Both women and men participate in to the Community 
Baboon Sanctuary in different ways, contributing to, 
and benefitting from, the protection of ecosystems. Men 
are usually the heads of households and therefore the 
landowners who have taken the voluntary pledge to join 
the sanctuary. Women are planners and actors within 
CBSWCG, ensuring the sustainable management of the 
sanctuary over time. This unique arrangement empowers 
both genders to have ownership over the initiative in 
different ways, with men taking the decision to commit 
their land to the sanctuary and women ensuring that 
sanctuary lands are sustainably managed over time. 

CBSWCG additionally offers programmes for women 
throughout the seven villages, building their capacity 

in backyard gardening, handicrafts, and other skills. The 
organisation has submitted a concept note to establish a 
small-scale sewing factory to produce uniforms, in order 
to support women who are trained but are now out of a 
job due to the closure of Williamson Industries in 2008. 
The activation of this project is pending, largely due to 
the need to obtain permission to use a nearby building to 
house it. 

The Group also provides women with key services, 
including access to a rural health nurse who offers basic 
care, information on family planning, and health education. 
Construction of a building to house a preschool and day 
care centre is also in progress to enable mothers to secure 
employment outside of the home.

KEY IMPACTS 

Gender equality

 ■ 8 women charged with the leadership of CBSWCG.
 ■ Women in seven villages provided with access to livelihoods development programmes, including 

gardening, handicrafts, and entrepreneurship.
 ■ Women in seven villages provided with access to healthcare and educational opportunities.
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POLICY IMPACTS

National policy impacts 

As a pioneer in the community conservation space, CBSWCG 
is an important part of the conservation and sustainable 
development community in Belize. CBSWCG participated 
in the development of the National Protected Area Policy 
and System Plan and works closely with the Ministries 
of Forestry, Fisheries and Agriculture, as well as with the 
Ministries of Human Development and Local Government. 
The group also played a key role advocating for the current 
legislation restricting hunting seasons for the endangered 
Central American river turtle and black howler monkeys. 

CBSWCG is a founding member of the Association of 
Protected Areas Management Organisations (APAMO), 
established to advocate on behalf of Belize’s protected 

areas. APAMO is very vocal on several issues in Belize, 
including the tax to finance the Protected Areas 
Conservation Trust (PACT). Through APAMO, CBSWCG 
was also able to influence a change in policy to prevent 
offshore oil exploration. 

CBSWCG has also been able to influence municipal policy, 
leading to changes that halt sugar cane farming, reduce 
logging operations, and target illegal trade of wildlife. The 
group additionally halted the construction of a bridge in 
the mid-1990s that connects the George Price Highway to 
the river valley, which was to be constructed directly over 
the largest rapids, a key historical site in the Belize Old River.

Contributions to global agenda

Over the past 32 years, the Community Baboon Sanctuary 
has evolved as an example of successful community-based 
conservation, helping to define a whole new category 
of protected area in Belize and globally. CBSWCG’s work 
has helped to show that protected areas need not be 
people-free, contributing to growing body of evidence 
that integrated conservation and development can have 
powerful impacts for people and planet. CBSWCG has had 
a catalytic effect on rural communities in Belize, Belizean 
NGOs, and the Government of Belize, leading to a wave 
of community-based conservation projects and co-
management agreements in the 1980s, 1990s, and 2000s.

CBSWCG also plays a key as part of the regional Meso-
american Biological Corridor effort.  This initiative spans 
eight countries: Guatemala, Belize, Honduras, El Salvador, 
Nicaragua, Costa Rica, Panama, and the five southern states 
of Mexico. The geographical location of Community Baboon 
Sanctuary and its status as a Community Conservation Area 
make it a significant contributor to this effort.

In addition, CBSWCG’s integrated approach to conserva-
tion and development contributes to the achievement of 
several Sustainable Development Goals, including no pov-
erty (SDG 1), zero hunger (SDG 2), quality education (SDG 
4), gender equality (SDG 5), decent work and economic 
growth (SDG 8), reduced inequalities (SDG 10), responsible 
production and consumption (SDG 12), climate action 
(SDG 13), and life on land (SDG 15).
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REPLICATION, SCALABILITY, AND SUSTAINABILITY

Replication

CBSWCG was the first women’s group formed to manage 
a Community Conservation Area in Belize. Numerous 
other women’s groups and indigenous peoples groups 
have replicated CBSWCG’s strategies for organizing in 
other parts of the country, including: Dauntless Designers 
Women’s Group, Flowers Bank Community Group, Rancho 
Dolores Environmental and Development Group, LINKS 
Women’s Group, Livelihoods, Gales Point Community 
Group, and the Maya Women’s Group. Likewise, the success 
of the Bel-Riv Commerce and Eco-Tourism Expo motivated 
the idea to be replicated by actors in both in Burrell Boom 
and in Maskall Village.

CBSWCG was approached by the University of Belize to 
replicate their work in the recently established Labouring 
Creek Wildlife Sanctuary, which borders the Community 
Baboon Sanctuary. However, due to lack of human 
resources and funding the organisation was unable to take 
on management. If and when funding becomes available, 
there is great interest in implementing the CBSWCG model 
in this sanctuary. There is likewise interest to implement 
the CBSWCG model in the Mussel Creek Wildlife Sanctuary, 
which is working to reduce illegal hunting and overfishing 
perpetuated by people from outside the area.

Scalability 

A key player in the national policy discourse, CBSWCG has 
the potential to scale up their work to private lands across 
the region and the country as part of ongoing efforts 
to protect the Northern Biological Corridor. The group 

is working to build alliances with other conservation 
partners throughout Belize to advocate for policy changes 
that would make this possible.

Sustainability 

CBSWCG’s main income is derived from visitor fees and 
payment for tours. However, external funding is often 
needed for projects and programmes to fulfil its mission 
of the group. To partially address this issue, CBSWCG has 
expanded their tours to ensure the financial sustainability 
of office management and some other programmes. Tour 
facilities now include: 12 horses for horseback riding; 
33 kayaks for river tours; 30 bicycles for tours to the 
communities; a butterfly garden; bird towers; and Kriol 
folklore trails. The organisation is currently upgrading 
its website, organizing meetings with tour operators, 
developing brochures and tour packages, and organizing 
a familiarization tour for tour operators throughout the 
country to market the Community Baboon Sanctuary. 
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FUTURE PLANS
 ■ Follow–up on the outcome of the River Valley Symposium and seek funding for implementation of 

activities and programmes identified. 
 ■ Update the Community Baboon Sanctuary management plan for 2019 based on the report from the 

re-pledging.
 ■ Continue the environmental education programme in schools within the Community Baboon 

Sanctuary area and explore outreach options outside the sanctuary. 
 ■ Promote new services in the Community Baboon Sanctuary through outreach to tour operators.
 ■ Organize training for farmers in climate-resistant crops diversification. 
 ■ Advocate for a back-to-school programme, mainly focusing on vocational education for early school 

leavers, drop outs, at-risk youths, and single mothers. 
 ■ Seek funding to create an active Mussel Creek Task Force that includes local residents of Scotland 

Halfmoon, adjacent to Mussel Creek, CBSWCG, and the Ministries of Forestry and Fisheries.
 ■ Seek funding to prepare plans to designate Mussel Creek as an IUCN Category VI Protected Area.

PARTNERS
 ■ Association of Protected Areas Management 

Organisations (APAMO): Advocacy and capacity 
building.

 ■ BTB-Marketing: Licenses for tour operators, tour 
guides, and home stays. 

 ■ Evangel Credit Union: Savings from microprojects, 
financial management, and cash flows for project 
beneficiaries.

 ■ Ministry of Forestry: Enforcement, protection, and 
education.

 ■ UNDP-implemented GEF Small Grants Programme: 
Funding for protected area management and 
sustainability; thus far, six projects have been 

implemented with these funds.

 ■ Ministry of Fisheries: Enforcement, protection, and 
education. 

 ■ Ministry of Agriculture: Technical support, training, 
monitoring, and funds for seedlings and fertilizers. 

 ■ Ministry of Human Development: Registration, 
audits, and annual reports

 ■ Protected Areas Conservation Trust (PACT): Funding 
for protected area management and community 
development around protected areas.

 ■ Village Council: Community support and programme 
development.
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