
The community forestry concessions in 
Guatemala’s Maya Biosphere Reserve (MBR) 
safeguard at least 500,000 hectares of  the 
Selva Maya—the largest contiguous forest 
in Mesoamerica—by employing a model 
of  forest management that truly balances 
conservation and economic development.

Created in 1990 to protect the largest 
remaining tropical forest north of  the 
Amazon, the MBR is currently stewarded 
by the communities that have lived in the 
forest for generations. These communities 
derive their livelihoods from the forest, while 
protecting and conserving it for generations 
to come.

The communities harvest timber species 
like mahogany and cedar, using globally 
recognized best practices for sustainable 
harvesting. They also harvest non-timber 
products from the forest, like xate (an 
ornamental plant often used during Palm 
Sunday), the ramón nut and pepper. They 
also conduct low-impact, community-run 
tourism. 

¿Por qué? 

Pillars of Conservation
Community forest concessions protect 
the Maya Biosphere Reserve

What is a community 
forest concession?

This is a successful conservation model legally 
established in protected areas that seeks to conserve 
biodiversity through sustainable, low-impact 
harvesting of timber and non-timber species and 
through tourism services. This model is based on the 
power that the Guatemalan state grants to individual 
or juridical Guatemalans to make use of forests 
on state-owned lands, with rights and obligations 
agreed upon within determined periods. (Decree Law 
of Protected Areas 4-89). 

Thanks to the 
community forestry 
concessions, 
deforestation rates in 
community-managed 
areas (Multiple Use Zone 
-MUZ-) have been close 
to zero (0.4%) for the 
last 14 years.

MUZ

On the Guatemalan-Belize border, the forest conserved by community forestry concessions can be seen from the Guatemalan side (left), sitting in stark contrast to the deforestation in Belizean territory (right).

Sales of xate is a valuable source of income for women in community forestry concessions.
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 Between 2013-2017, the community 
forestry concessions have generated:  

 more than 5,000 full-time jobs 

 products and services worth $27 
million USD

 The community forestry concessions 
have also:

 Quintupled their sales with the 
commercialization of  non-timber forest 
products, earning $1 million USD in 
2017.

 Achieved a near-zero (0.4%) deforestation 
rates in community-managed areas 

(Multiple Use Zone (MUZ) ) for the last 
14 years.

 Sequestered more than 1.2 million 
metric tons of  carbon dioxide from the 
atmosphere between 2012-2014 with 
their forest management policies.

 Provided habitat to an average of  50 
jaguars per each 500,000 hectares in 
community-controlled areas.

	Achieved	 an	 extremely	 low	 forest-fire	
rate:	Forest	fires	in	areas	managed	by	the	
concessions make up less than 1 percent 
of 	all	the	fires	that	occur	in	Petén.

A real balance between conservation and economic 
development 
Economic, environmental and social indicators

With the support of 

This community forestry concession model 
comes directly out of  the Guatemalan Peace 
Accords, signed in 1996, ending 36 years of  
armed	 conflict.	 In	 the	 Accords,	 the	 state	
ordered a large area of  forest to be turned 
over to small- and medium-sized peasant 
communities (comunidades campesinas) to 
encourage sustainable forest management 
in the Multiple Use Zone.

Today there are nine active forestry 
concessions, which are an example of  the 

UN’s Sustainable Development Goals 
made real and tactile. They serve as a shining 
example of  how humans and nature can 
live in harmony. They demonstrate that 
economic development, natural resource 
conservation and climate change mitigation 
can be achieved all at once. 

When the Guatemalan government 
gave these communities the right to 
manage the forest 28 years ago, it was an 
unprecedented move and a gamble on 

the future of  the forest. At the time, the 
forest was disintegrating at an alarming 
rate: illegal logging, narco-ranching and 
agribusiness were clearing huge swaths of  
the forest. Today, the MBR it is one of  the 
best examples of  forest conservation and 
community empowerment anywhere on 
earth. Other countries like Peru, Honduras 
and	Indonesia	seek	to	imitate	these	forestry	
communities’ success.

The sustainable, low-impact 
harvesting of timber in the Maya 
Biosphere Reserve (MBR) is 
recognized worldwide as a model 
of best practices for sustainable 
forest management.

Wooden floors are mainly exported to the United States.

Community forestry concessions from Petén collect ramón seeds as a source of family income.

CLIMATE, NATURE
and COMMUNITIES
in Guatemala
Program
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