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Belize is at the heart of the Mesoamerican Reef (MAR), the world’s 
largest transboundary coral reef system, which stretches across 
Belize, Mexico, Guatemala and Honduras. The Southern Belize Reef 
Complex (SBRC) is a critical marine biodiversity hotspot within the 
MAR, comprising reefs, mangroves and seagrass beds that serve 
as nurseries and refuges for species such as fish, turtles, sharks, 
manatees and crocodiles. SBRC is home to at least 18 species 
of conservation concern, including the Critically Endangered 
hawksbill turtle and goliath grouper. Belize is the only Central 
American country recognised as a Small Island Developing State 
(SIDS). More than 60% of its population is highly dependent on its 
coastal marine environment, making Belize vulnerable to social, 
economic and environmental challenges. Its coastal ecosystems 
are vital for its economy, supporting key industries such as 
fisheries and tourism, while also mitigating climate impacts.

However, SBRC faces severe threats from unsustainable fishing, 
marine transport and illegal mangrove clearing for unregulated 
coastal development. Overfishing has led to an estimated 
35% decrease in national fish yields, while marine vessel 
collisions have killed numerous Greater Caribbean manatees, an 
Endangered species. This is a major concern as Belize hosts the 
largest remaining population in the Caribbean. Climate change 
exacerbates these issues by increasing extreme weather events 
and causing coral die-offs, leaving SBRC in critical to poor 
health. Mangrove clearing for dredging and construction also 
reduces natural coastal protection, increasing the country’s 
vulnerability to climate impacts. 

Led by WWF Germany, the ReefGuard project addresses this 
critical conservation gap by strengthening ecological and 
livelihood resilience, taking an integrated, livelihood-centred 
approach to coastal ecosystem management. The project is  
focusing on four key areas: 
1.	 declaring Placencia Lagoon a new marine protected 

area (MPA);
2.	enhancing management of four existing MPAs (Laughing 

Bird Caye National Park; Gladden Spit and Silk Cayes Marine 
Reserve; South Water Caye Marine Reserve; and Glovers Reef 
Marine Reserve); 

3.	providing sustainable livelihoods for local communities; and 
4.	carrying out restorative climate adaptation measures that 

enhance the resilience of mangrove, coral reef and seagrass 
ecosystems and promotes their sustainable management.

A key objective is to update and implement Management Plans 
for the existing and new MPAs, increasing biodiversity awareness 
and improving resources for monitoring and enforcement. The 
project will actively engage Indigenous peoples, local communities 
and vulnerable groups, including the Garifuna, while promoting 
gender equity through business training, seed grants for women 
entrepreneurs, and awareness initiatives on gender-based 
violence. A robust Environmental and Social Risk Management 
System will ensure a human-centred approach, respecting 
and upholding the rights of local and Indigenous communities. 
Finally, to maximise its impact, the project will seek synergies 
with a Blue Action-funded Belize Audubon Society initiative.



KEY TARGETS

Newly created MPAs:  
58 km2

Effectively managed MPAs:  
974 km2

Number of beneficiaries:  
4,202

KEY ACTIVITIES AND AREAS OF WORK

MPA GOVERNANCE HABITAT CONSERVATION AND RESTORATION
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▶	 Update Management Plans for existing MPAs in coordination 
with government and co-management entities

▶	 Conduct annual ecological monitoring at increased sites 
within all MPAs to assess key species and habitat status

▶	 Build small business capacity for participating households 
to establish successful enterprises, including providing 
coaching on legal matters and access to financing

SUSTAINABLE LIVELIHOODS

▶	 Support small business establishment with matching 
grants for equipment, materials and set-up costs, 
alongside mentorship and guidance

▶	 Conduct monthly patrols in all MPAs, carried out by SEA 
and the Fisheries Department to prevent illegal fishing 
and unsustainable practice

SPECIES CONSERVATION/SUSTAINABLE FISHERIES

▶	 Train 20 community researchers in data collection and 
monitoring of key species, including corals, mangroves, 
turtles, fish spawning, and commercial species, to support 
effective data collection and monitoring efforts
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▶	 Support the revision of the Placencia Lagoon Management 
Plan with gender-sensitive, climate-smart measures, and 
prepare legal documents for designation as an MPA

▶	 Conduct adaptive and regular monitoring and management 
of restoration activities, ensuring stakeholder engagement 
and sharing of lessons learned to inform ongoing and 
future restoration efforts

▶	 Install nurseries for mangroves, corals and seagrasses 
in targeted MPAs with community collaboration, and 
implement restoration activities for climate resilience 
with trained community members and local community- 
based organisations

▶	 Identify and map restoration sites for mangroves (seven 
sites, totalling 5 km2), coral reefs (eight sites), and 
seagrass (three sites)

▶	 Enhance community employment opportunities by building 
skills for income generation in sectors such as tourism 
and natural resource management, including roles in 
restoration activities and as community researchers and  
marine conservation ambassadors

▶	 Develop Business Plans to ensure financial sustainability 
and secure operational budgets for all five MPAs

▶	 Equip and train MPA co-management entities for both 
improved surveillance and enforcement and increased 
respect for human rights and vulnerable groups


