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SATIIMCommunityForestPatrolsStoppedbyGuatemalanMilitary
Mayansnowneedamilitaryescorttoenterancestrallands
“Mayannaturalresourcemanagementpre-dates150yearsofborderdisputes.”

(PuntaGorda,Belize)November132016–TheGuatemalanmilitarystoppeda
communityforestpatrolorganizedbytheSarstoonTemashInstituteforIndigenous
Managementtomonitordeforestationandillegalactivityontheirancestrallandsin
southernBelize.

“Onlyifyouaremilitary,nofishing,noprotectedareas,nothing,”saidaGuatemalan
militaryrepresentativetothepatrolteam.

“Onceyouaskpermission,wewillaccompanyyou,”headded.

Thisincidentisthelatestinmilitaryconfrontationswithciviliansonbothsidesofthe
border.InApril,Belizesoldiersshotandkilleda13-year-oldGuatemalanboy.In
response,GuatemalanDefenceMinisterWilliamMansillaannouncedthedeployment
of3,000troopsontheborder.

WhileSATIIMforestpatrolshavepreviouslybeenaccostedbytheGuatemalanmilitary
inthishistoricallycontestedborderarea,thisisthefirsttimetheMayanswere
informedtheycouldonlyenterunderGuatemalanmilitaryescort.

“Onlythemilitarycancomethroughhere,”saidtheGuatemalanofficial.

Formorethantenyears,localcommunitypatrolshavecollectedtheonlydataona
regionrecognizedforitsinternationalimportancebytheRAMSARConvention.In1997
theBelizegovernmentcreatedtheSarstoonTemashNationalParkonlandalongside
thenaturalborderbetweenthecountriescreatedbytheSarstoonriverbasin.
LocalIndigenouscommunitieswerenotpreviouslyinformedofitsdecisiontoturn
theirancestrallandintoapark(andthereforenevergavetheirconsent).However,for
almosttenyearstheycontinuedtomonitortheregionundera‘co-management’
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agreementwiththeBelizeangovernment.

SATIIM,anngothatthecommunitiescreatedtoserveastheirliaisonwiththe
governmentandoutsideworld,hastrainedcommunityforestpatrolswhoprovidethe
BelizeForestDepartmentwiththeonlyinformationonhumaninterventioninthis
fragilewetlandsregion.Followingthecreationoflargepathsblastedthroughthepark
foroilexploration,thesepatrolsrecordedevidenceofincreasedillegalactivity,suchas
illegalloggingandpoaching.

“TheseMayacommunitiesarecaughtinthecrosshairsofaninternationalborder
conflictforsimplytryingtodefendtheirancestrallands”saidFroylaTzalam,SATIIM
ExecutiveDirector.

“Mayannaturalresourcemanagementpre-dates150yearsofborderdisputes,”added
Tzalam.“Bothgovernmentsneedtofindawaytoallowlocalcommunitiestofreely
protecttheirnaturalresources–withoutthreatorharassment.”

Asidefromthegrowingmilitarypresence,neithergovernmenthasallottedadequate
resourcestodocumentingenvironmentaldegradationinthisriverbasinthatfeeds
directlyintothebarrierreef.

“Localcommunitiesaretheonlypeoplewhodeeplyknowandcareforthisregion,”
saidSATIIM’sTzalam.

InOctobertheBelizeCoalitiontoSaveOurNaturalHeritagerecognizedSATIMfor“its
tirelesseffortsinbothconservationandhumanrights.”

InAugustaSATIIMcommunityforestpatrolfoundevidenceofloggingalongthe
SarstoonRiver,harvestingofcomfreypalms,andgillnetfishingintheTemashRiver.
Thedatashowed50seismictrailscutbyfromthemouthofSarstoonRivertoBlack
Creekalone.TwotrailsshowedrecentactivityinwhichSantaMariatreeswere
harvestedandcutintolumber,readyfortransport.

# # #

Background:
TheSarstoonTemashNationalParkiscomposedofmorethan40,000acresof
broadleaf,wetlandandmangroveforestalongtheborderofsouthernBelizeand
southeasternGuatemala.Its13uniqueecosystemsarehometomorethan200
speciesofbirds,24typesofmammals,morethantwentytypesofreptiles,42varieties
offishandalmostfiftykindsofbutterfliesandmoths.

In2005,theSTNPwasdeclaredaRAMSARsite-awetlandofglobalimportance.Buta
yearlater,oilexplorationresultedinthecreationoflargepathswideenoughforjeep
traffic.Asaresult,SATIIMpatrolshavedocumentedincreaseddeforestationand
illegalactivityinthisnominallyprotectedarea.

TheterritorialdisputebetweenthetwoCentralAmericannationsdatesbackmorethan
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150years.Belizebecameindependentin1981;howeverGuatemaladidnotrecognise
itforanotherdecadebecauseofthelanddisput.


