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Dear Readers:

Centra l Amer ica’s  biodiv ersity is extr emely  valu able.
The region’s ter res trial and marine  habitats have
provided the ideal conditions for t he development of a
r ich biodiver si ty ,  which we hope to continue

preser ving for the benefit of future generat ions.

This small portion of land is of unique importance to the world  because it
is  a br idge that joins  the two la rge continental masses of Amer ica, a nd for
this r eason dozens of species flo w in and out of Centra l Amer ica each year
in sear ch of r efuge and r est. Numerous bir d and mar ine species have their
breeding, feeding and res t areas in this small strip  of land and its
sur rounding seas, turning it into a great natural biological corrid or
between the Neo-Ar ctic and the Neo-Tro pics. This  continuous movement
assures the health and the preservation  of biodivers ity  in the continent.

Despite its importance, our r ich biodiver sity is now threatened due to
increased demand for  natura l res ources and the poor management of these
natura l assets in some part s of the region. Deforestation, the unplanned and
chaotic growth of our cities, the loss of habitats for  var ious species , and
the uncontrolled explos ion of touris m and pollution  ar e all factors that
contribu te to the degradation of our natural res ources. 

Nevertheless , by analyzing  the causes of these problems, shar ing the
lessons learned fr om projects being implemented in the region to address
them, and involv ing civi l society in these is sues we may help to stop this
deterior ation. 

In this edition, dedicated to wildlife, we focus on some of the cur rent issues
and studies of re levance to Centra l Amer ica. While we have included
artic les on mahogany,  turtles , medicinal plants and for est species,   there
are  many more subjects for discussion which are  beyond the scope of these
few pages. 

We hope that r eading this will stre ngthen your  commitment to work
together so that those who are  not yet born will still have the opportunity
to decide their future and enjoy the treasures  of Central America ’s r ich
biodiver sity.

Oscar Br enes
Prog ram  Office r

WWF Central Amer ica 
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The use of plant and animal species has traditionally be en an essential pa rt of lif e in most
ru ral areas of Latin America . In  r ecent years, however,  efforts to ensure the conservation
and management of many of these species have been threatened by two main factors: the
loss of pri stine habitats and the inadequate regulation of the use of natural resources. 

The regi on’s human inh abitants main ly use plant and animal species for subsis tence
activit ies, local trade and larg e-s cale commerce. Subsis tence use has been restrict ed to
situations where people use the species for their  own consumption, something that
generally has l ittle  impact on the populations of the differ ent species of interest.

Use of species for local market s is defined as the explo itati on of wildl ife for sale on a small
scale, which  impli es a min imu m of in vestment in that activ ity. This type of activit y is
wi despread in the rur al ar eas of many Latin Americ an countries , where many people make
a l ivin g by hunting wi ld animals or harves ting certain plants, such as orchids,  for local
sale. Obviously , this type of activ ity has a far greater impact when the resources are

harve sted for commercial ends.

C U R R E N T  E V E N T S

Man’s use of plant and animal species for
subsistence and production 

By Eduardo

Photo: Beni Lang



C U R R E N T  E V E N T S

Commercial use i s characterize d by the lar ge-scale use of
species and requir es capi tal inv estment. This type of
activity has led to a situation where numerous species of
tropical fauna and flor a are now inc luded in the offici al
lists  of threatened or endangered species.

In many r ural  areas of Latin Amer ica,  meat
from wi ld animals – game meat – is often
cheaper  than meat fr om domesti c
animals. Certain species such as the
whi te- l i pped peccar y ( Tayassu
pecar i ) ,  deer  ( Odocoi l eus
vi r gi ni anus)  and paca ( Agouti
paca) ,  have tr adi ti onal l y been
hunted and are still  an important
source of anim al pr otein for the
l ocal inhabitants  of some areas.
Many threatened species are sold as
pets. Others are used in  the meat

tr ade and in vari ous industr ies that uti lize
leather, skin and feather s or make other secondary products such as guano (used as ferti lizer s).
Some plant species and trees are harv ested for their  oil, s ap or latex or are re moved to be sold as
ornamental plants. All these activitie s br ing dire ct or indirec t benefits to the people who inhabit
the areas where the species of in terest are found or used.

But perhap s the greatest threat facing us in  r elation to
the use of species is our own ignorance and lack of basic
knowledge about their ecology and their r ole in  the
dynamics of tropical  ecosystems. In many cases, lack of
i nfor mati on about i mpor tant aspects such as the
populati on dynamics of a par ticular spec ies that we are
i nter ested i n managi ng,  i ts r epr oducti on per i ods,
patter ns of acti vi ty and movements,  habi tat
requirem ents, depredation, r elations among species,
etc. means that the effects pr oduced by har vesting
animals  and plants are poorly understood and are
therefore unpr edictable.

Inappropriat e management of plant and anima l species
may not only have severe adverse effects on the species
themselves but also on the ecosystem from which they
are harv ested. The non- sustainable harv esting of these
species not only affects their futur e availa bili ty, but

may also affect the availa bilit y of other pr oducts or
resourc es of the forest and the functions of

ecosystems as an integrated whole.

Photo: Fernando
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C U R R E N T  E V E N T S

This  i mpact may occur either di re ctl y
through the r emoval of plant and animal
speci es or  i ndi r ectl y,  thr ough the
harv esting of r esources upon which  other
plants or animals depend for their  survi val
(for  example: r emoving plants that are an
i mpor tant food sour ce for  ani mal s or
har vesti ng ani mal s that act as seed
dispersers, thereby  changing the str ucture
and dynamics of the forest).

One aspect that has been l ittle  studied is  the
effect of species use on their own genetic
vari abil ity. There are studies that show that
some species may be susceptible to the l oss
of genetic diver sity  if they are subjected to
pre- defined har vesting wi thout technical or
scientifi c plannin g. One example of this is
the case of the whi te-lippe d peccari es,
whose social  str ucture makes them highly

Another important factor to bear in  mind is
that many of the management techniques
appli ed to species of flor a and fauna in our
r egion have been developed in other parts of
the world where the ecosystems are general ly
l ess complex  and therefore the management
techniques are also simpl er. In  many cases,
the application of such knowledge to the
tropi cal ar eas is  not always effective. This
poses a challen ge that requir es us to develop
management techniques that are better suit ed
to the complex ity of our  own ecosystems and
that lessen the impact pr oduced by harv esting
one or severa l species of fl ora and fauna.

I n consi der i ng the questi on of wi l dl i fe
management, it is also essential to address a
number of factors and constrain ts such as the
continuous growth of the human population,
the lack of professionals i n the fi eld of
wildl ife management and conserv ation and the
l ack of funds to car r y out r esear ch,
conserva tion, management and monitor ing of
the species of i nterest. At the same time,
ther e i s an ur gent need for  effecti ve
l egislation, based on scientific and technical
cr i ter i a, to r egul ate the har vesting of animal s
and pl ants. Even i n cases wher e such l aws have
been passed, there has been i nadequate
pol i ti cal  wi ll  and i nsuffi ci ent  resour ces to
ensur e that they ar e enfor ced.

Photo: Fernando Bermúdez
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If we wi sh to
use our fl ora and
fauna in a sustainable manner
in  future , we must cr eate and
conserve protected areas that are of
suffi cient size so that they can safeguard the
different kinds of habitats which are the source of
a multit ude of plant and animal  species, and pr otect these from
adverse human impacts. We should remember that if the in habitants
of this r egion wi sh to continue using the species of our forests, they
must ensur e that the harvest rates of plants and animals do not exceed
their  r ate of reproduction. 

Furt hermore, to effectivel y manage plant and animal species, it  is essential
to carry out applied r esearch that will
enable us to design and implement wildl ife
management plans based on sound scientific
and technical pr in cip l es. These shoul d
inclu de continuous monitori ng so that we
can eval uate whether  the management
plans we apply  ful fill our  expectations,
both i n ter ms of pr oducti on and
conservation r equirements, and guarantee

For more information contact:

Eduardo Carrillo
Protected Areas Unit 

Tropical Agricultural Research
and Higher Education Center

(CATIE)
Phone/fax: (506)  556 -

1712
Photo: Fernando Bermúdez
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INTRODUCTION

Tr ees ar e among the most i mpr essi ve
expressi ons of nature and one of the most
important resourc es availab l e to humankind .
The hi stor y of humanit y has alw ays been
i nfluenced by this old frien d, which  offers  us
i nnumerable products and commoditi es such as
fru i ts, fibers, r esi ns, medicines, cell ul ose,
spices, fire wood, and, especiall y, timber. Trees
also provide a number of addi tional benefits
such as shel ter, oxygen and landscape. They
protect our  soi ls and provide a valuable sourc e
of water and wil dl if e.

Societies throughout the ages have valued trees
hi ghly for their wood, but have tended to ignore
the other benefi ts that these li vi ng organisms
offer humanity. Thus, humans have made timber
their most pri zed forest resource, forgetting
about the other rel ated resources.

THE USE OF WOOD

Demand for  pr eci ous tr opi cal  woods has
i ncreased wi th the passage of time al l over the
wor l d and, to a cer tai n extent, timber has
become an ir r eplaceable commodit y. While
mahogany (Swieteni a macr ophyll a) i s the most
sought- after and appr eci ated precious wood i n
tr opical  Amer i ca, one of the most popul ar
species in Asia is Khaya anthoteca, in Africa
Diospyr os ebenum, in Austr alia var i ous species
of Eucal yptus and, in the temperate cl imates of
Eur ope and North Amer i ca, the conif ers  have
played an important rol e as timber pr oducers. 

Costa Rica’s timber trees on the
road 

By Quírico Jiménez M.

Centra l  Americ a has seen the widespread
exploitati on of i ts timber  r esourc es. For
example, as a small developin g nation,
Costa R i ca has not used i ts for ests
effectiv ely  and has ther efor e not taken
advantage of the great r ange of al terna tives
that ar e contai ned there i n. Al though Costa
Rica  has a vast di vers ity of flor a, trees have
been most widel y used. 

Photo: Quírico Jiménez M. Nazareno (Peltogyne pur-
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SPECIES IN DANGER 

The gradual loss of habitat due to deforestation,
overexploitati on and, more recently, deficien t
forest management plans, has affected a group of
important tr ee species in Costa Ri ca. Logging has
tur ned i nto a form of "mi ni ng" of the species that
pr oduce fi ne woods such as mahogany ( S.
macr ophylla) , Spanish Cedar or Cedro Amargo
( Cedr el a odor ata) ,  Macawood or  Cr i stobal
( P l atymi sci um sp) ,  Cocobol o Rosewood
(Dalbergi a retusa), Pu rp l e Heart or Nazareno
( Peltogyne purp urea) and Ti ger  Wood or Ron
Ron (Astr onium  gr aveolens) , among other s.
Other  endangered speci es are  those that are
r esi stant to clim ate such as Aj o ( Car yocar
costar i cense)  and Manú ( M i nquar ti a
guianensis)  (Jimé nez 1999 a.).

Unfortun ately, as a r esult  of the pr evail ing model
of economi c devel opment,  the val ue of the
country’s forest resourc es i s seen stric tly in
terms of the use of i ts timber r esources. This
means that the r eal  value of other forest products
and the benefits afforded by the forest as a whole
have not been appr eci ated,  r esul ti ng i n the
degradation, inefficien t use and waste of the vast
and unique potential of our  forests and native  tr ees
( Jimén ez and Poveda 1996) .

TREE  DIVERSITY  IN COSTA RICA

Due to a number  of cl imatic, topographi cal and
edaphic  ( soi l) factors, and to its proximi ty to
thr ee major differ ent types of fl ora  – those of
North America , South America  and the Caribb ean
islan ds - Costa Rica  possesses a great divers i ty of
fl ora . It  is estimated that there ar e some 10,000
species of pl ants di stributed among al l the groups,
from fern s to tr ees.

The tr ee component consis ts of near ly 2.000
species, which  account for  20% of the total  flora.
Of these, a l ittle more  than 300 species have been
traditionally used, ei ther because they pr oduce
fi ne wood wi th a hi gh mark et val ue or because they
ar e speci es wi th a ver y high r esi stance to
enviro nmental condi tions or to the pr ocesses of
decomposi ti on caused by the cl i mate. I t i s
important to mention that because of the shortage
of wood from traditional species i n Costa Rica ,
many other  species wi th less commercial val ue
have now become popular .  Despi te thi s, we must
be careful to avoi d excess use, because many
speci es i n the Centr al  Amer i can r egi on ar e
endemic, in other words they ar e only found in a
particu l ar area or zone. I n the case of Costa Ri ca Photo: Quírico Jiménez M.

"Carefully Selected Products"  Vegetables Division Phone: (506) 272-10-58  Fax: (506) 272-1610  Grains Division Phone: (506) 272-6186  Fax: (506) 272-
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There are currently new initiatives in Costa Rica that seek to forbid the use of
other species, though this option is still under discussion. There is no doubt
that total bans may provide an effective mechanism to save some tree species
from extinction, but such measures should be carefully considered and to the
extent  possibl e should be supported by the differen t i nstituti ons and
organizations that make up the country’s forestry sector. At the same time we
shoul d consi der  the opti on of payi ng pr i vate for est owner s for  the
environmental services provided by the conservation of forests and trees. 

In response to thi s si tuation, and concerned that these tr ee species are  at high
risk  and may di sappear fr om the country, the Costa Rican Ministry  of the
Enviro nment and Energy (MI NAE) i ssued Executive Decr ee N° 25700 banning
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Scientific Name Family Common Name 

Anthodiscus chocoensis Caryocaraceae Ajo negro
Caryodaphnopsis burgeri* Lauraceae Quira
Cedrela fissilis Meliaceae Cedro real
Cedrela salvadorensis Meliaceae Cedro
Copaifera camibar Caesalpiniaceae Camíbar
Cordia gerascanthus Boraginaceae Laurel negro
Couratari scottmorii Lecythidaceae Copo, matasano
Guaiacum sanctum Zygophyllaceae Guayacán real
Hymenolobium mesoamericanum Papilionaceae Cola de Pavo
Myroxylon balsamum Papilionaceae Bálsamo, chirraca
Paramachaerium gruberi Papilionaceae Sangrillo
Parkia pendula Mimosaceae Tamarindón
Platymiscium parviflorum Papilionaceae Cristóbal, ñam-
bar
Platymiscium pinnatum Papilionacee Cristóbal
Podocarpus costaricensis* Podocarpaceae Cipresillo
Podocarpus guatemalensis Podocarpaceae Pinillo
Sclerolobium costaricense* Caesalpiniaceae Tostado

For more information
contact:

Quírico Jiménez M.
Botany Department 

National Biodiversity Institute
INBio

Phone: (506) 244 - 0690
Fax: (506) 244 - 2816

E-mail: qjimenez@inbio.ac.cr

* = endemic

Photo: Fernando Bermúdez
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Are medicinal plants really
By Rafael A. Ocampo Sánchez

In 1970, developed countries began to
show concern over the threats facing
natur al  r esour ces i n thei r  own
environment, focusing more on fauna
resources than on flora. These concerns
led to the establishment, in 1973, of
the fi r st i nter nati onal  tr eaty to
regulate the illegal trade in species,
known as the Conventi on on the
I nter nati onal  Tr ade i n Endanger ed
Species of Fauna and Flora (CITES).
However, the only category of plants
covered by this agreement are the so-
called or namental s -  or chids, palms,
cacti -  whi ch have been much sought after
by natur al  r esour ces mer chants si nce the
di scover y of Amer i ca.

Although medicinal plants have long
been of economi c i mpor tance,
surprisingly,  it was not until the
1990’s that the author i ti es tur ned
their attention to the trade in medicinal
plants and began to pass laws regulating
this activity.  It is interesting to note
that the international trade in items
such as sarsaparilla roots date back to
1536.  These roots, from a type of vine,
have l ong been extr acted fr om the
forest and are generally used as a blood
purifier. 

Cat’s cl aw ( Uncar i a tomentosa)  i s
another common vine that grows in the
humid tropical regions of America and
is har vested from the fores t. Some
people believe it can cure cancer and
even mor e r ecentl y i t has been
promoted as a cure for AIDS, though
this has not been confirmed by the
National Cancer Institute of the United
States.

Photo: Fernando Bermúdez
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I t was not unti l  1985 that sever al  i nter nati onal
organizations (WHO, WWF, IUCN) began to design and
implement a range of strategies and joint actions to
promote the conservation of medicinal plants. Some of
these guidelines are set out in the document "Guidelines for
the conservation of medicinal plants"(1993).

TRADITIONAL USE VERSUS COMMERCIAL USE

It is important to remember that there is a high demand for
medicinal plants in the world, particularly in tropical and
subtropical countries, where traditional medicine has long
been an important alternative in primary health care. In
the Centr al  Amer i can r egi on al one,  the Economi c
Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC)
estimated that family use of medicinal plants in 1993 was
equi val ent to 26,000 tons,  based on the r egi on’s
population but without specifying the actual volume of the

Photo: Fernando Bermúdez

Photo: Fernando Bermúdez

Thi s species may be used as an example to
understand the excessive exploitation of forest
resources. Cat’s claw, as documented in various
studies, is widely used as an anti-inflammatory.
However, one of the problems in Central America
is that people extract from the forest other vines
similar in appearance to cat’s claw, but which are
in fact other species.

These other species are sold as cat’s claw in
different markets of Central America, and for this
reason consumers may end up ingesting toxic
substances wi thout knowi ng i t. Gi ven the
economic importance of cat’s claw, commercial
plantations of this medicinal plant have been
established in agro-ecological sites in Peru.

12
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Even plants that are commonly found in
Centr al Ameri can mark ets, such as
boldo (P eumus boldus) fr om Chi le,
which is used for the treatment of liver
and nervous disorders and as a sedative,
are harvested in the wild.

The traditional use of natural resources
with therapeutic properties by Central
American families does not constitute a
threat to medicinal plants for many
different r easons. Fi rst , ever si nce
colonial times the majority of Central
Americans have used plants grown in
their own gardens, such as rosemary
(Rosmar inus officinalis), chamomile
and mi nt ( Satur ej a vi mi ni a) . The
native or indigenous populations also
generally use native medicinal plants
that are harvested in a traditional way
from fore sted areas, i n most cases
without endangering the species. 

However, the continuous harvesting of
a parti cular species - for example
those used by communi ti es i n
ceremonial activities - could in the
future lead to a reduction of that species
in its natural habitat and therefore
efforts should be made to domesticate it

I n 1994, the Tr opi cal  Agr i cul tur e
Research and Training Center (CATIE)
carried out a national survey in Costa
Rica on the trade in medicinal plants
and thei r  conser vati on status. The
objective of the survey was to conduct a
pr el i mi nar y assessment of the
si tuati on that woul d pr ovi de the
technical data to evaluate the level of
thr eat to vari ous medicin al  plants,
determine their economic importance
and initiate work to domesticate the
more important plants. The results of
the study showed that 129 species of
medicinal plants are used in Costa Rica
of which 37% are harvested in the
wild. 

Accor ding to a study publ i shed i n 1996
by the Federal  Agency for the
Conser vation of Natur e, Ger many i s the
worl d’s la rgest buyer of medici nal
pl ants, annual ly pur chasi ng an aver age
of 40,000 tones wor th DM 160 mi l l i on
( equiva lent to around 95 mill ion
dol l ar s) .

It is surprising to note that, even now
in the 21st century, between 70-90%
of the volume of commercial medicinal
plants is harvested in the wild with
only a few species (50-100) produced
through large-scale cultivation.  These
excepti ons ar e mai nl y tr adi ti onal
species such as chamomile (Matricaria
recutita), which is widely used for
colic and as a calmative, and borage

Photo: Fernando Bermúdez
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IS TRADE THE ONLY FACTOR THAT THREATENS MEDICINAL PLANTS?

Conservationists believe that trade is the main factor that threatens the survival of
medicinal plants. When native wild plants are subjected to excessive extraction for the
purposes of trade -  which is regarded as a factor of development in a consumer society -
it is likely that they may eventually be threatened in their natural habitat or environment.

The real underlying problem, however, is that much forest cover is being lost to make way
for urba n development, agricult ure and live stock even though some countries are
attempting to protect their forest areas by establishing reserves or parks.  Another factor
influencing the conservation of medicinal plants in the Central American region is the lack

of technical information regarding their
conservation status.

THE FOREST ECOSYSTEM AND MEDICINAL
PLANTS

A basic question we must ask is what should
we conserve and why? When we talk about
the state of conser vati on of medi ci nal
pl ants,  the fi r st thi ng to fi nd out i s
whether these are native or introduced
species. When we refer to our biodiversity
we are talking about native plants, those
used by indigenous or native communities,
whi ch i n some cases the r est of the
population has learned to use. One example
in Central America is the traditional use of
the ji ñocuabe tr ee, al so known as the
"naked I ndi an" or  j i ote tr ee ( Bur ser a
simaruba), used for gastric ulcers.

Another  poin t to bear  i n mi nd i s the
l ocati on wher e these medi ci nal  pl ants
originally grow.  We must not forget that
the original ecosystem of these plants is the
FOREST.  With this in mind, a study was
carried out with the financial support of
WWF Centr al  Amer i ca to eval uate the
weal th of medi ci nal  pl ants i n Centr al
Amer i ca and to fi nd out about thei r
biological status.

Photo: Fernando Bermúdez



The biodiversity index of medicinal plants shows us that approximately 1000 medicinal
species are used in Central America, of which 75% are natural resources native to
tropical America and 59% are established in ecosystems with different types of forest
cover (natural or secondary forest). This situation leads us to conclude that the
protection of forest ecosystems in public and private reserves constitutes an important
contribution to the in situ conservation (in their own environment) of medicinal
resources. 

Finally, the loss of forest ecosystems has
resulted in extinction for some species, such
as contrayerba (Dorstenia sp.), while other
speci es such as bi oj o- mi ona ( Hypti s
capitata) have become undesirable plants or
weeds in agricultural plantations and fields.
I t i s therefore essential that we acquire
extensive knowledge of all aspects related to
the biology of each one of these medicinal
speci es i n or der  to deter mi ne thei r
conservation status in the wild. 

C U R R E N T  E V E N T S

For more information contact:

Rafael A. Ocampo Sánchez
Bougainvillea Botanical Garden

Phone.: (506) 234 - 7216
E-mail:



For  decades,  the Centr al  Amer i can
region has been regarded as an area of
vital importance to the future survival
of marine turtles, both on the Pacific
and the Atlantic coasts. It is here that
we find the main nesting beaches and
feeding grounds of the different marine
turtles that swim in our oceans. Of the
eight species of sea turtles in the world,
five are common in Central America.  In
the Paci fi c ar e the R i dl ey tur tl e
( Lepi dochel ys ol i vacea) ,  the
Leatherback ( Derm ochely s cori acea)
and the Eastern Pacific Green turtle
(Chelonia agasizzi).  In the Atlantic are
the Green turtle (Chelonia mydas), the
Leather back ( D. cor i acea)  and the
Loggerhead tur tle ( Care tta car etta) .
The Hawksbill  tur tl e ( Er etmochely s

C U R R E N T  E V E N T S

Can we save our sea turtles? 
By  Randall

It is well known fact all over the world
that sea turtles are threatened with
extinction and that their populations
have been drastically reduced during
the past 20 years.  The decline in sea
turtle populations has many causes, but
in Central America the main factors
have been the i ndi scr i mi nate
har vesti ng of tur tl e eggs fr om the
nesting beaches, the disruption of their
natural habitat by coastal development
and the excessively high mortality rate
among adult turtles, either to satisfy
demand for their meat or shells, or due
to thei r  acci dental  captur e dur i ng
commercial fishing operations. 

Starting in the eighties, the Central
American countries began to show a
gr eater  i nter est i n pr otecti ng the
different species of sea turtles. Their
efforts in this regard intensified during
the nineties. Laws were introduced to
establish protected areas, several of
whi ch have the mai n pur pose of
pr otecting turt le nestin g or  feeding
ar eas. These l aws have been

accompani ed by r egul ati ons and
r esol uti ons that r egul ate the

capture and trade in marine
turtles. In some cases, total

and even indefinite bans
have been imposed.

16

Photo: WWF-Canon/Roger Leguen



C U R R E N T  E V E N T S

In addition to the laws decreed by various countries, some
of the most significant efforts undertaken to conserve

sea turt les in Central America are the different
regional agreements to promote joint actions between
various countries, such as the Tripartite Agreement

for the Conservation of the Green Turtle between Nicaragua,
Costa Rica and Panama and the Inter-American Agreement for
the Conser vati on of Sea Tur tl es. I mpl ementi ng these
i ni ti ati ves r epr esents a maj or  chal l enge to the r egi on
although they will contribute in great measure to safeguard
these species. 

Another  i mpor tant i ni ti ati ve i nvol ves sever al  Centr al
American non-governmental organizations (NGOs), which
have taken an active role in this effort, and since 1996 have
operated a Network for the Conservation of Marine Turtles in
Central America.

Through envir onmental education and the partici pation of
coastal  communi ti es, tur tle conserv ation i nit iati ves ar e
receivi ng increased support. I n thi s way it is  possible to work
wi th the very  people who exploi t this natura l resource,
acknowledging their economic and cultur al needs and at the
same time in culcating in them the notion of the sea-tu rtl es’

rig ht to sur viv e and how to use this  r esour ce in  a ra tional manner . 

But unfortunately not everything is going well. To save the sea turtles,
it is simply not enough to protect their nesting grounds.  It is
also essential to protect them in the oceans where they spend
most of thei r  ti me. I t i s
pr eci sel y the l ack of
effecti ve pr otecti on of
adul t tur tl es that
neutr al i zes effor ts to
protect the nesting sites. 

Even as efforts were under
way to educate the public
and instill an awareness of the
pr obl em,  i n 1999 Centr al
America’s Pacific coast witnessed the
sad scene of tens of thousands of dead turtles
washed up on the beaches, dragged in by the tide. 

P h o t o :

Photo: WWF-
Canon/
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For more information
contact:

Randall Arauz
Sea Turtle Restoration Project

Central American Regional
Director 

Costa Rica Office
Phone/fax: (506) 236 - 6017

In the Atlantic Ocean, the incidental capture of
sea tur tl es i n shr i mp nets i s mi ni mal .
However, the  insatiable market for turtle
meat, and to a lesser extent for turtle shell,
means that these species ar e bein g openl y
hunted i n near  i ndustr i al - l evel  number s.
According to studies carried out in the region,
during the past five years, Nicaragua, Costa
Rica and Panama have sacrificed an estimated
15,000 to 20,000 adult Green turtles annually
to supply the market with turtle meat. At the
same time, as populations of Hawksbill turtles
have been drastically reduced, there is still a
large industry of turtle shell products in the
region. 

But beyond the pr omul gati on of l aws,  the
establishment of regional agreements and the
use of control mechanisms by industrialized
countries, the conservation of marine turtles
r equi r es i nvestment i n envi r onmental
education and continued effort s to genera te
publ i c awar eness. Thi s i s a task best
accomplished by working with communities. In
the long run, the survival of turtle nests will
depend upon the people who live in nearby
coastal communities.

If we really want to save our marine
turtles and ensure the long-

ter m effecti veness of
conservation measures, we

must adopt r egi onal
measures to reduce large-scale

hunti ng of the Gr een and
Hawksbill turtles throughout the
Caribbean. We must also reduce the

unnecessary deaths of tens of thousands of
turtles caught in the shrimp nets along the

entire length of the Pacific coast, particularly

Although it is not clear what caused this
situation, all the evidence points to the fact
that some commercial shrimp operations
are failing to use Turtle Exclusion Devices
(TEDs) in their operations.  The TED is a
cheap and simple technology, consisting of a
grill that is installed inside the shrimp
nets. It functions like a sieve, allo win g
small  organisms, such as pr awns to pass
fr eely, but pr eventing the entry  of larger
creatures, such as turtl es, which are safely
kept out of the nets.

Despite the fact that in May of 1996 the
Uni ted States i mposed a uni l ater al
worldwide embargo against countries
that did not agree to use this technology,
the verification mechanism to "certify"
or "decertify" a country has proven to be
weak and ineffective since it relies on a
single annual inspection which is announced
in advance.  Moreover, the legal regulations
and enforcement capacity of the Central
American countries result in the measure
to use TEDs not being applied rigorously.
Offenders are seldom "caught in the act" and
are even less frequently punished.

Photo: WWF
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The Situation of Mahogany in Mexico and 
Central America

By Julio C.

At the initiative of the Central American
Commi ssi on for  the Envi r onment and
Devel opment ( CCAD)  and PROARCA/
CAPAS, the Tr opi cal  Scienti fic  Center
(CCT) and a group of consultants from the
regi on conducted an evaluation of the
current situation of mahogany (Swietenia
macr ophyl l a Ki ng)  i n an ar ea fr om
southern Mexico to Panama. The study
considered a range of issues, including the
avail abi l it y of mahogany,  the cur r ent
l egal  and i nsti tuti onal  fr amewor k,
production and marketing, present state of
conserv ati on and the best options for
sustainable management.

According to the study, the original area of
distribution of mahogany in Mexico and
Central America was 41 million hectares.
It is estimated that until the middle of the
last decade, 15 million hectares of forest
cover still existed, equivalent to around
36% of the original distribution area of
this species. In percentage terms, the
countr i es wher e ther e has been an
accelerated rate of loss of broadleaf forest
contai ni ng mahogany ar e: El  Sal vador
( 81%) , Costa R i ca ( 84%) ,  Mexi co
( 76%)  and Panama ( 74%) . I t i s
estimated that 4.3% of the original forest
area and 11.5% of the present forests are
now i nsi de Nati onal  Par ks and other
protected areas or reserves. 

The data obtained in this study shows that,
on aver age,  124,000 m3/year  of
mahogany are harvested in Mesoamerica.
Costa R i ca and El  Sal vador  have no
commercial production because excessive
exploitation has exhausted this resource.
Panama still produces some mahogany but

Photo: Archivo
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According to the average figures from Nicaragua,
Guatemala and Belize, exports account for 67% of
the total mahogany harvest. Some experts believe
that the illegal harvesting of mahogany in the
region is equal to the legal harvest or could even
be double, depending on the changes in forestry
policy.

With the exception of Costa Rica, most countries
that exploit their broadleaf forests have focused
on very few species, mainly on precious woods
such as mahogany and cedar. On average, the
commercial volume of the mahogany from these
forests represents barely 5% of the total
commer ci al  vol ume of standi ng for est.
However ,  the vol ume of the mahogany
harvested is above 70% of the total harvest,
whi ch shows that the use i s extr emel y
selective and is based primarily on the
commercialization of this species.

Wi th a few exceptions, the pr imar y i ndustr y
-  i ndustr y that pr ocesses the l ogs -  does not
have the types of saws sui ted to the fel l i ng
of dense tr opi cal  woods, whi ch par ti al l y
expl ai ns why so few species ar e uti l i zed.
In addi ti on, the pr imar y i ndustr y wastes
between 50 and 60 per cent of the yi el d
and i t has not so far  encour aged the
intr oduction of an appr opr i ate number
of other  species in the mar ket. 

Most of the mahogany is exported
as semi-processed timber, which
i s l ater  used to manufactur e
pr oducts that r each the end
consumers. For this reason,
the semi-processed wood has
very little aggregated value.
For example, in Guatemala
between 1988 and 1993,
for every 5 m3 of timber
exported 4m3 was semi-
processed.

Photo: Archivo RFCA
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For this reason, initiatives
to regulate the use of the
r egi on’s br oadl eaf for ests
should be based on a national
and r egi onal  str ategy to
sati sfy these obj ecti ves
through a process of ordered
l and use,  a pl anni ng
ins trument that takes into
account,  i n an i ntegr ated
way, al l  the aspects that
affect the use of land. This
str ategy shoul d be
formulated within the vision
of the Mesoamer i can
Bi ol ogi cal  Cor r i dor ,  si nce
this is the bridge of union
that preserves the region’s
biodiversity. 

However, we should also bear
in mind that there are not
suffi ci ent documented
experiences in the region to
enabl e us to eval uate the
sustai nabi l i ty of the
management of br oadl eaf
for ests. The most
academ i cal l y - or i en ted
i ni ti ati ves have been

pr omoted by some non- gover nmental
organizations (NGOs) in  Mexic o, Guatemala,
Honduras, Belize and Costa Rica, but the best
approach to ensuring sustainability in forest
management remains an inconclusive question.
Given this uncertainty, one of the best options to
guide the regulation of productive broadleaf
forests is to apply the criteria and principles of
f o r e s t
cer ti fi cati on,  as
pr omoted by the
F o r e s t
S t e w a r d s h i p
Counci l  ( FSC) .
These offer a way
to mai ntai n the

The expl oi tati on of
mahogany i n a
sustainable manner is a
difficult issue to tackle
without discussing the
question of sustainable
management of natural
br oadl eaf for est as a
whole. This issue is a
never-ending source of
di scussi on,  gi ven the
constant changes i n
management objectives
and in the expectations
of the different actors
of the forestry sector.
One ver y si gni fi cant
recent development i s
that peopl e now
appreciate the need to
maintain the integrity
of this ecosystem as a
producer of goods and
services.

Nowadays, management
plans take into account
the important aspect of
environmental services
including protection of
biodiversi ty, car bon-f ixi ng, regul ation of
water  r esour ces and sceni c beauty.
Similarly, they now consider all the products
of the forest including timber and non-timber
products. Aside from technical and economic
considerations, other dimensions that must be
considered in defining forest and resource
management objectives are the cultural and
social aspects.

With so many considerations and objectives to
respond to, it is an almost impossible task to
ensur e that the pr oducti on of goods and
services is sustainable in time and space, and
also profitable for the forest owner.

Photo: Archivo RFCA

For more information
contact:

Julio C. Calv o
Centr o Cientí f ico
Tropical
Phone: (506) 225 -
2649
Fax :  (506) 253 -

21



T R A I N I N G

What, where and when?
UNIVERSITY FOR INTERNATIONAL

COOPERATION - UCI
LATIN AMERICAN SCHOOL OF

PROTECTED AREAS - ELAP

MODULES FROM THE TRAINING PROGRAM FOR
DIRECTORS / ADMINISTRATORS OF PROTECTED
AREAS

MODULE 4: PROMOTING SUSTAINABLE
DEVELOPMENT IN BUFFER ZONES AROUND
PROTECTED AREAS: FROM CONFRONTATION
TOWARDS ALLIANCES 
Date: 6 November-7 December 2000.
Place: Costa Rica
Course Coordinator: Andrea Ballestero
Cost: $ 1700

CATIE

DIVERSIFIED MANAGEMENT OF NATURAL
TROPICAL FORESTS 
Date: 21 August - 22 September 2000
Cost: $3000

RURAL DEVELOPMENT BASED ON THE
MANAGEMENT OF NATURAL TROPICAL
ECOSYSTEMS 
Date: 30 October - 24 November 2000
Course Coordinator: Gabriel Robles
Cost: $2000

Information on courses at UCI:

Andrea Ballestero
Director

Latin American School of Protected Areas -
ELAP

University for International Cooperation
Tel: (506) 283-6464   Fax: (506) 225-1942

Email: elap-cad@uci.ac.cr
http://www.uci.ac.cr

Information on courses at CATIE:

Tropical Agriculture Research and Training
Center (CATIE)

Training Department 
Tel: (506) 556-6021   Fax: (506) 556-

0176
Email: capacita@catie.ac.cr

http://www.catie.ac.cr

Information on courses at the University for
Peace:

Felipe Matos
Natural Resources 

University for Peace 
Tel: (506) 249-1072 / 249-1511/12/13

Fax: (506) 249-1929
Email: upazrena@sol.racsa.co.cr

UNIVERSITY FOR PEACE 

MANAGEMENT OF BUFFER ZONES IN PROTECTED AREAS 
Date: Last trimester of 2000
Place: Costa Rica
Course Director: Jim Barborak
Cost: US$ 2,500.00

MANAGEMENT OF SOCIO-ENVIRONMENTAL CONFLICTS
Date: 2-18 October 2000
Place: Costa Rica
Course Director: Rolain Borel
Cost: US$ 2,300.00
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World Conservation Prize is awarded to the Tri-
national Alliance of Honduras, Guatemala and

WWF-US President Kathryn Fuller explained the
reasoning behind this selection. "What makes
TRIGOH so deserving of the prize is the fact that
its members have shown a unique ability to
coordinate conservation actions that transcend
the political borders of countries."

M i guel  Cif uentes,  Regi onal  Repr esentativ e of
WWF i n Centr al Amer ica, sai d that the Tr i -
national  Al li ance contr i butes to the region’s
over al l devel opment because i t under takes joi nt
actions to pr omote the sustain abl e management
of fi sher i es,  the pr otecti on of thr eatened
speci es, the devel opment of ecotouri sm pr oje cts
and the desi gn of contin gency pl ans for the
pr evention of disasters  whi ch could damage the
natur al r esour ces in  the Gul f of Hondur as and in
the Centr al  Amer ican region i n gener al.

WWF wishes to extend our congratulations to
TRI GOH, whose effor ts to coord i nate actions
across borders are helping to implement a shared
vision for conservation and sustainable natural
resources management in the Gulf of Honduras.

Si nce i t was fi rs t establ ished i n 1974, the "J. Paul
Getty" Pr i ze has r ecogni zed outstandin g
achievements and i nnovati ve efforts to conserve
natur e wor ldwide. This  pri ze i s regarded as one of
the most prestigi ous in ternational  envir onmental
tr i butes and i s awarded annuall y to i nstituti ons,
in div i dual s or  organi zations that have
di stingui shed themselves in  their  contri butions to
conser vation and the sustain able management of
natural resources. The prize was created by
busin essman and phi l anthr opis t J. Paul  Getty, and
i s cur r ently  awar ded by his  son and the Getty
family. The wi nners of this prize, which is
admin i ster ed by WWF,  re ceiv e the sum of
US$100,000 along with publi c r ecogni tion for
their  effor ts.

This year's prize was shared by two winners: the
Tr i - nati onal  Al l i ance of Non- gover nmental
Organizations of the Gulf of Honduras (TRIGOH)
and P r ofessor  Pan Wenshi ,  a Chi nese
conservationist.  TRIGOH is a federation of 11
non-governmental organizations from Honduras,
Guatemal a and Bel i ze that i mpl ements
conservation initiatives in the Gulf of Honduras,
an area shared by the three countries.

Photo: Efraín Salgado



On Febr uar y 8th of this year ,
gover nment r epr esentatives fr om
Mexi co, Belize, Guatemala,  Honduras
and fr om the Centr al  Amer ican
Commission for  Env ir onment and
Developmment (CCAD) came together
in Tulum,  Mex ico to receiv e a public
r ecognition fr om WWF for  thei r
pol i tical  committment towar ds the
conser vation of the Mesoamer ican
Caribb ean Reef System (MACR ). 

The MAC R is the  largest coral re ef system in the Americ as,   str etching over 700 km
from the Northern tip of the Yucatan Peninsula in Mexico, includi ng the barrie r reef in
Belize  and extending out to the Bay Isl ands in Honduras.  Given the high biodivers ity and
the unique habitats and species found here, this r eef system and the associated coastal
and marine habitats are consider ed a priori ty ecoregion by WWF.  Ecoregions are large
are as that frequently  span severa l countries and which incl ude simi lar habitats and
biological processes that interact to support the life of many species.

The Tulum Declarat ion, signed in 1997, established the governments' commitment to
conserve and sustainably  manage the Mesoamer ican Caribbean Reef System.  In 1998,
an ecoregional Action Plan was developed with the support of CCAD and several
international organizations.  This Action Pl an is a valuable contri bution for the
conservation and adequate management of the reef's significant biodiv ersity .  With their
public declaration to conserv e the MACR  and agreement to implement the action plan, the
four countries that share this natura l treas ure have assured  a promising future for the
entire  reef system and its coastal  zones.  These actions have been recognized by WWF
as a "Gift  to the Earth."  

N E W S

Governments committed to coral reef

Thank you for helping
to maintain a L iving P lanet

Photo: WWF - Fulvio Eccardi

Phone: (506) 256 - 3636   Fax: (506) 255 - 4763
E-mail: fastravl@racsa.co.cr
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Available publications:
Lists of Fauna of Importance to Conservation in Central America and
Mexico: Contains the lists of threatened species  as declared by:
Mexi co, Guatemala, Belize, El Salv ador, Honduras, Nicar agua, Costa
Rica  and Panama, together with  the list s found in the CITES
appendices.

The Carrying Capacity for Tourism of the Public Use Areas of the
Guayabo National Monument in Costa Rica: This document presents a
case study showing how a protected area may be effectively
managed by considering  the area’s  carr ying capacity for tourism.

How to interpret natural and historical resources: A methodology to
guide the effor ts of park r anger s and others who work in the field of
environ mental education, so that they can corr ectly  interpret  the
natural and histor ical res ources of a partic ular  ar ea. 

Training for the conservation of natural resources in Latin America and
the Caribbean: This publi cation is  the re sult of a works hop organized
by WWF Central Americ a. It highlights the achievements of the
tr aining progra ms offered by differ ent organizat ions in the region
and analyzes the region’s main needs in terms  of strengthening its
conservation infr astr ucture.

Measuring the Effectiveness of Protected Areas Management: This
document describe s a var iety of methods that may be used to assess
how effic iently the protected areas of diffe rent categories  are being
managed.

Pre vious editi ons of this magazine focus on the follow ing themes and
iss ues: the Mesoameri can Biological Corridor, Wetlands and Water
Resources. 

Publications
WWF Central Americ a has produced a number of publicatio ns. 

If you would like  further infor mation, please contact our
offic e: 

Communications Department
Phones: (506) 556 1383 / (506) 556 1737

Fax: (506) 556 1421
Email: lcerdas@catie.ac.cr

P.O. Box 70 - 7170 CATIE, Turrialba, Costa Rica
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Errata
In Volume 2, No. 2 of this magazine, the title of the poster in the centerfold should read, "Agalychnis

callidryas" instead of "Agalychnis callydrias."

N E W S

Letters from our readers
During  these past months we have r eceiv ed many letters  from our r eaders  and we would li ke to thank
ever yone who has writte n to us for  their comments and contribu tions. Your input helps us to improve our
efforts  each day! 

We would like to share  with you an excerpt fr om a letter we received from one of our readers in El
Salv ador. Like many other Central Amer icans, our frie nd Car los Eduardo Peñate Mor eira  is  worr ied about
the ir ra tional use of the Earth ’s n atural re sources and also wants to make sure t hat this prec ious legacy
fro m our planet, whic h is  becoming increasingly degra ded, is properly conserved .



G R A I N S  O F  S A N D

Useful Tips
For thousands of years, different cultures around the world have used products made from various plants and animals –

rhinoceros horn, whale fat and turtle cream - to enhance beauty and to maintain a youthful appearance. In some cases, the
large demand for such products has led to the over-exploitation of species that are now in danger of extinction. In addition,
many beauty products are tested on animals before they are put on the market. Here we give you some useful tips on how

to make your own beauty products. Although they do not promise "eternal youth," at least they are not made from
endangered species and do not need to be tested on animals.

Let’s build a LIVING Planet

The
paper

used for
this

magazine
can be

recycled

Sources: Gina Baker / Laura Cristina Cerdas P.
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WWF Central America
P.O. Box 70 - 7170 CATIE, Turrialba, Costa Rica.

Phones: (506) 556 1383 / 556 1737   Fax: (506) 556 1421   Email:

The Wor l dwi de Fund for  Natur e,
WWF, is one of the largest and most
experienced independent conservation
organizations in the world. It has 4.7
mi l l i on member s and a gl obal WWF’s mission is to conserve Nature and

ecol ogi cal  pr ocesses by pur sui ng the
following objectives: 

• Preserving the genetic diversity of
species 

and ecosystems.

• Guaranteeing the sustainable use of 
r enewabl e natura l r esourc es both

now
and in the long term.

• Promoting actions aimed at reducing
pol l uti on and the wasteful

exploitation 


