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Within this methodological frame, this chapter introduces those elements forming the Strategic Action 

Plan (SAP), in the form of “priority actions” that are considered as necessary to be implemented, in the 

shortest time possible, in the regional, national, or even local field.  It is in this way that said “”Priority 

Actions” group provides technical, social, institutional, and legal answers to the current problems in the 

Gulf of Honduras that were identified in the working frames, which are the object of this consultancy. 

 

5.2. Current Condition of the Gulf of Honduras 

 The Gulf of Honduras is a multinational coastal-marine body of water which includes part of the 

exclusive economic zones of Belize, Guatemala, and Honduras, having a wide opening to the 

Caribbean Sea (see Pictures 2–6 and 2–7), delimited by the aforementioned countries and 

characterized by the presence of cays and coral reefs, wherein many rivers also empty (see 

Pictures 3.1–4 and 3.1–5, Tables 3.1–1 and 3.1–2 and Picture 12).  

 The area of study, which is the object of this consultancy, (see Picture 2–11 and  Maps 01 and 

02) includes the Gulf of Honduras and the hydrographic basins of the rivers that flow into it.  It 

extends from Punta Izopo (Honduras) towards the NW, in the direction of Belice City’s Port, and 

towards interior throughout the northern limits of the Maya Mountain’s basins and of Sarstún and 

Dulce rivers (in Guatemala), Motagua (in the limit between Guatemala and Honduras) and Ulúa, 

Lean, Cuyamel, and Chamelecón (in Honduras).  

This area has approximately 68.577 km
2
 (see Picture 2–12) from which 13.779 km

2
 belong to the 

Gulf of Honduras, while the remaining 54.798 km
2
 belong to the hydrographic basins joined to it 

(among them 9.050 km
2
 are developed in the Belizean territory, approximately 16.302 km

2
 in 

Guatemalan Territory, and 29.446 km
2
 in Honduran territory). 

 The western part of the studied area includes the so-called “Mesoamerican Reef System” (MRS), 

which is the second largest barrier reef in the world.  Said system is the second most extended 

coral barrier, extending from the Contoy Island, at the North of the Yucatán peninsula, to the 

Islands of the Bay of Honduras (see Picture 2–13), approximately throughout 1.000 km and 

covering four countries (México, Belize, Guatemala and Honduras) and two cross-border areas 

(the Chetumal Bay, between Belize and México, and the Gulf of Honduras). 

 The Gulf of Honduras’ waters have great abundance of species – some of them which are 

endangered – as well as highly productive marine ecosystems, such as the coral reefs (see Map 

18), mangroves (see Map 21), Sea grass pasture(see Map 23), sandy beaches (see Map 25), 

and coastal estuaries and lagoons (see Map 28).  These systems form important aggregation 

sites for coral fish (see Map 20), turtle and marine bird nesting (see Maps 26 and 27), manatee 

and crocodile habitats (see Maps 29 and 30) and whale shark feeding (see Map 31). 

 Due to the relevancy of the region’s predominant ecosystems – and the potential threats to the 

protection of the involved ecosystems – the region’s countries have established many sites to 

which some type of protection has been granted:  some of them are part of international 

environmental protection agreements such as the RAMSAR Sites (15 sites: 2 in Belize, 7 in 

Guatemala, and 6 in Honduras; see Table 3.1–28) and the Biosphere reservations (3 sites: one 

in each country; see Table 3.1–29).  
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 In its whole, Belize, Guatemala, and Honduras’ coasts have a total length of 1.272 km over the 

Caribbean Sea, which would be reduced to 717 km if we only consider the Honduran coast within 

the area of study, which is the object of this consultancy.  

At the moment of analyzing the district and departments’ situation with the coasts on the Gulf of 

Honduras (see Tables 3.3–1 to 3.3–4), we can notice that in Belize, the coastal zone is the 

residence site for 49,7 % of the population, and on the other hand, only 24,4 % of the Honduran 

population and only 2,7 % of the Guatemalan population resides in said coastal basin. 

 In the regional context, the three countries are characterized by a lower urban rate; however, in 

the coastal zone of the Gulf of Honduras, there are several urban centers of economic and social 

importance: The City of Belize and its port (in Belize), the Santo Tomas de Castilla Bay with the 

City of Puerto Barrios and the ports of Santo Tomas, Castilla, and Barrios (in Guatemala), and 

Valle del Sula with the city of Puerto Cortes and its port (in Honduras). 

 Traditionally, the region’s economy has been characterized by the strength of the “agricultural” 

sector and the predominance of the intensive production; the production is focused in export 

farming (such as bananas and African palm tree) and farming for the local market (such as corn 

and beans).  In Belize, we can also mention sugar cane and citric fruit farming (orange and 

grapefruit). 

 In Belize, the “fishing and agriculture” sector is a small scale and artisan industry; nevertheless it 

significantly contributes to the economy and generates a growing employment opportunity for the 

population (as an example, in the year 2007 it generated incomes of U$S 21.090.000 and 2.812 

employments).  

The Guatemalan fishing activity in the Gulf of Honduras is completely developed by small scale 

boats and artisan fishing.  In the department of Izabal (only Guatemalan coastal department on 

the Gulf of Honduras) the main operative bases are located in Puerto Barrios and Livingston, 

where fishing is a commercial activity carried out for subsistence, and which includes non 

qualified and unemployed man hours (for those whom it represents a labor alternative). 

On the other hand, In Honduras, this sector is not only one of the main export fields, but also 

represents a source of employment, economic incomes, and part of the food source of the 

coastal communities; in fact, between the mouth of the Motagua river and the eastern 

Department of Atlántida, a heavy artisanal activity focused mainly on the scale species and 

common lobster, which is basically developed by ethnic communities fishermen (the garífunas 

and the mestizos), is carried out. 

 Generally, in the coastal zone, the “tourism sector” has become one of the largest industries (see 

Picture 3.1–41): The three countries of the studied area, which is the object of this consultancy 

(Belize, Guatemala, and Honduras), have a great variety of natural and cultural resources of 

particular touristic, regional, and international interest.  
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In fact, the coastal marine zone of the Gulf of Honduras represents the biggest tourist attraction 

of Belize (generating a strong economic impact that, in the year 2006, represented a 22% of the 

Gross Domestic Product, (see Table 3.3–10) being of less  

importance for Guatemala and Honduras (in the year 2006, the tourism industry represented 

7,0% of Guatemala’s Gross Domestic Product and 5,5% of the Honduran Gross Domestic 

Product; see Table 3.3–10). 

 On the other hand, the Gulf of Honduras is a maritime area which is very important for the 

region’s commercial exchange: the studied area, which is the object of this consultancy has five 

main port facilities (see Picture 2–14 and Map 03): City of Belize and Big Creek (in Belize), 

Puerto Barrios and Puerto Santo Tomas de Castilla (in Guatemala), and Puerto Cortes (in 

Honduras).  Also, the existing loading and unloading facilities in the surroundings of Belize City 

Port (Belize) and the Bay of Tela should be added. 

Said ports are strategic entrances and exits, with high connectivity maritime services and 

frequent services to different destinations.   In the year 2007, they received more than 4.300 

ships (see Table 2–2) and moved more than 15.000.000 tons of cargo and more than 1.100.000 

TEUs (see Table 3.3–12).  In the regional field, the importance of maritime transportation, as the 

main means of commercial overseas transportation has increased 40 %; and at the same time a 

growing flow of tourist ships have been received (which routes include the Gulf of Honduras). 

 The conditions supporting the productivity and diversity of the Gulf are the same factors which, 

combined with economic and sociocultural elements, make this area particularly vulnerable to 

earth (sewage water, air exposed solid wastes, agrochemicals, and industrial pollutants) pollution 

and marine (potential  spills  from oil and its derived products and intentional ballast and/or bilge 

water dump) pollution. 

 Particularly, in the “Transboundary Diagnostic Analysis” made in the present consultancy’s 

framework (see Chapter 4) several problems (current or emerging) have been detected: 

 In relation to the wáter availability: 

Generally, in the three countries of the studied area, which is the object of this consultancy, 

the water resource availability is variable.  The main problems belong:  

 Loss of subterranean water quality for human use (which happens in the coastal areas 

and the Belizean rivers that are subject to the tide actions and the intrusion of waters 

coming from the Gulf of Honduras, where the presence of chlorides affects the quality 

of the subterranean water resource, especially during the dry season, where the rain 

fresh water refill is scarce). 

 

  The water excess does not include, the insufficient distribution, and severe rationing, 

especially during the dry season (as it happens in Tegucigalpa, Honduras, and Guatemala, 

where the differences in the adequate resource management hinders the development 

and maintenance of the supply requirements in both, fresh water and drainage services 

for agricultural use). 
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 In relation to pollution: 

In the studied area, which is the object of this consultancy, the concerns are growing on 

what the effects of anthropic activities made in a certain basin may have on the waters in 

the Gulf of Honduras. 

At a global scale, the effects of the different pollutant’s contributions on the water quality 

and the water biota of the studied area have been reduced by the great dilution effects.  

Nevertheless, at a local scale, identifying the potential pollution sources has a particular 

importance (Regardless of the magnitude of the contributed load) because, at such scale, 

the effects on the environment are significant, specially affecting the coastal zone’s water 

quality and sediments.  

Generally, even if there are differences in the scale of economic, urban, and industrial 

development between the different countries’ hydrographic basins (Belize, Guatemala, and 

Honduras), we can say that the Gulf of Honduras receives pollutants of both regular 

sources (such as industrial effluents, local effluents, and solid waste) and diffused sources.  

Said pollution sources generate an additional effect, which results in the inability of 

ecosystems to recover from natural events with the same quickness as they would do 

under natural circumstances.  

The surface water’s chemical pollution represents a threat for the aquatic environment, with 

effects such as acute and chronic toxicity for human health and water organisms, 

accumulation in the ecosystem, and the loss of habitats and biodiversity. 

In the ports, the development of bulk storage facilities ( which include chemical and 

hydrocarbon products) has turned into a potential source of pollution for the ecosystem.  

In these three countries, there is a shortage on the sewer coverage
1
, which determines that 

the local sewer water drainage has an impact on the surface water resource.  Additionally, 

there is an important contribution of organic and nutrient matters (nitrogen and phosphorus) 

which, together with the sewage water outflows, rainfall, of other types of industrial 

outflows, the growing use of fertilizers for aquiculture and agriculture, as well as the 

increase of pesticides for agriculture and leach of solid wastes – have an impact on the 

water quality, accelerating the Eutrophication
90

 process. 

There is also variable information regarding the presence of pollutants, such as the 

different fractions of petroleum fractions (which include aliphatic hydrocarbons, polycyclic 

aromatic hydrocarbons - PAHs, total hydrocarbons - HCs, organocholrate pesticides, and 

the polychloride biphenyls - PCBs) and metals.  This proves the lack of systematic 

monitoring which generate sufficient information and which allow making conclusions over 

the environmental state of the Gulf of Honduras regarding these types of pollutants.  On the 

other hand, the presence of toxic materials in fish tissues is particularly worrying, due to the 

fact that, for example, in the Environmental Prospection Campaign, which was made within 

the framework of this consultancy, the arsenic concentrations in the muscles and liver of 

the white Grunt fish (Haemulon plumieri) are larger than the maximum value  acceptable for 
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consumer health protection (2 mg/kg, according to the Australian and New Zealand Fish, 

Crustaceans, and Molusks Consumption Rules; ANZFA, 2000) being Wilson Cay and 

Puerto Cortés the most threatened sample areas. 

The physical pollution made by the presence of suspended solids, in concentrations that 

could affect any water “use” is more relevant in the Honduran coast.  Additionally, among 

the cross-border rivers, the Motagua is the one having greater suspended solid problems.  

 In relation to solid wastes: 

Generally, the population dynamics and the agricultural and industrial activity produce solid, 

liquid, and gas wastes, which, in the studied area, is the object of this consultancy, are 

mostly, drained to the environment with no type of treatment.  

The solid wastes include those which, depending on their origin, are known as 

urban/domestic, industrial, agricultural, and the internationally generated, have a direct 

impact on the coastal-marine ecosystems. 

The earth sources and sewer overflows are an important cause of waste found on beaches 

and rivers in the studied area, which is the object of this consultancy; the same affect public 

health, tourist, fishing industry, and marine life.  

In the three countries, the situation is similar: the inadequate management of solid waste, 

as well as the lack of places for the final disposal that have the technical requirements for 

its correct performance, makes such waste be disposed in open air “dumps” and the 

proliferation of clandestine dumps, both having a great impact on the environmental quality. 

 In relation to the loss and habitat and other communities’ modification:  

The combination of the anthropogenic impacts and the chronic stress (associated with the 

passing of storms and hurricanes, the high sediment rates, and the high percentage of 

nutrients) has caused the observation of, a) an important reduction in the coverage of coral 

reefs, marine grass pastures, and mangroves, b) an increase of macro algae in the coral 

reefs extensions, c) a sudden appearance of diseases which affect the coral reefs d) a 

reduction in the abundance of fish associated with these ecosystems (specially the bigger 

ones, e) an increase in the nutrients, organic matter, and sediment discharge, and f) an 

increase in the sediments around the coral reefs (particularly, in those near the coast 

and/or the river mouths). 

 In relation to the biodiversity:  

Even though most of the impacts on the coastal-marine ecosystem biodiversity are poorly 

understood, the excessive exploitation is suggested as the main threat in importance, due 

to the loss of habitats.  

For the Gulf of Honduras, according to the so called “Red List” from the “International Union 

for Conservation of Nature” (UICN), (11) species threatened by hunting, artisanal fishing 

activities, destruction, habitat alteration or degradation, were identified (see Table 4.2–14); 

added to these are other species threatened by excessive fishing or incidental fishing (see 

Table 4.2–15). 
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 In relation to the non sustainable development of the coastal-marine areas:  The main 

impact is caused by: 

 

 Urban drainage and untreated sewer water drainage, associated with both, urban 

development, and touristic development, which form an important source of nutrients 

that flow into coastal-marine waters of the Gulf of Honduras, directly affecting coral 

reefs and which may cause the creation of harmful algae. 

 The extraction and destruction of mangrove ecosystems for the construction of shrimp 

farms and salt mines, or for the construction of touristic projects.  Said non-sustainable 

development involves the loss and degradation of diverse ecosystem services, such as 

the discharge of nutrients to coastal trophic and estuary chains and the capacity to take 

carbon to the floor and to preserve the biological diversity, serving as a breeding area 

for several mammal, reptile, amphibian, and bird species (fundamental service for other 

nearby water ecosystems). 

 The growing aquiculture expansion for crustacean and fish farms which has affected 

the marine grass pastures population through physical modifications and/or the 

increase in the removal of sediments and nutrients. 

 The loss and/or modification of sandy beaches because of coastal erosion processes, 

mainly associated to the construction of infrastructure and coastal defense works, as 

well as to extraction activities related to the supplying of sand as a construction 

material. 

 Also, an absence of integrated management policies of coastal zones and the need to 

increase the number of protected areas has been detected.  Mainly the ones that have 

been identified, during the regional diagnoses, as “Priority Sites” for conservation. 

 

 In relation to the climate change: 

 

The studies carried out show that, for the Central American region, Global change will 

modify the current temperature regimes and the frequency, intensity, and space-time 

distribution of the annual average rain events (significantly affecting the water availability) 

as well as the tropical storms behavior. On the other hand, it will also have an increase in 

the sea level (which will flood lowlands, accelerating coastal erosion, threatening coastal 

infrastructure, and increasing the salinity of rivers and aquifers, which in turn will affect 

water availability) and cause changes in the ecosystems’ composition, characteristics, and 

productivity.  

Particularly, by these modifications, Belize will be one of the most vulnerable places, due to 

the fact that it has a wide and low coastline, with the presence of more than one thousand 

islands and the so called “Mesoamerican Reef System” (SAM) being also, prone to natural 

disasters (especially hurricanes, see Picture 3.1–3).  
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 In relation to the institutional-legal frame: 

In these three countries, the environmental management processes are mainly centered in 

the Government; nevertheless, it is important to mention that an important decentralization 

of said activities has been made in Guatemala and Honduras, in favor of the local 

governments and/or municipalities. 

On the other hand, there are important regional and international agreements for the 

objectives of the present consultancy which haven’t been signed or haven’t been exercised 

by the Countries in the region; there are also some national rules that should be regionally 

harmonized and/or agreed.  

Summing up (and generalizing): the population’s growth, the urban development left behind in terms of 

basic services’ coverage, the absence of adequate plans for territorial ordinance, the expansion of the 

large agricultural activity,  the excessive exploitation of the fishing resources, the degradation and loss 

of biodiversity (ecosystems and species), the non sustainable development of marine and coastal areas 

(with important touristic and ports infrastructure expansion projects), the effect of global warming, and 

the legal gaps, form the potential threats that exert pressure on the coastal-marine ecosystem of the 

Gulf of Honduras. (compromising its sustainable development ). 

5.3. Long Term Desired State 

 The Gulf of Honduras’ region has a growing economical activity tendency (in spite of the 

agricultural production stagnation); the economic dynamism is led by “tourism” and “maritime 

transportation and port activity” sectors.  At the same time, the “industrial” sector’s growth has 

been consolidated through production and export projects for several products (including 

petroleum) and the sustainable development has been promoted through an important 

environmental conservation component (Cleaner Production). 

 The values related to the region’s natural setting form a substantial part of its strengths.  W ide 

spaces in direct contact with the sea, beautiful sceneries, clean waters, and a varied and rich 

biodiversity, are some of these values; its conservation grants the region its life quality and 

provides the basis for the economic development of the “tourism” sector and related activities. 

 In this framework, the protected coastal-marine areas contribute an important environmental 

conservation and ecosystem health component for the region’s sustainable development and 

touristic attraction. 

 The region’s high biologic productivity is the basis of other of its key industries: the “fishing and 

aquaculture sector”; these benefits should be able to extend indefinitely due to an efficient and 

responsible management of said resources.  

 The “tourism” sector has quickly developed in the region’s three countries (Belize, Guatemala, 

and Honduras); said development has been based in the elaboration of “Strategic Plans” or 

“Master Plans” that allowed setting out a “frame” policy – in the national and regional area – 

which made possible important investments made in said sector. 

 




