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GOAL 

 

ά¢ƻ Ƴŀƛƴǘŀƛƴ ōƛƻŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΣ ecosystems, cultural resources and watershed areas 

within a functional conservation area, as an integral part of the National 

tǊƻǘŜŎǘŜŘ !ǊŜŀǎ {ȅǎǘŜƳΣ ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ ǘƻ .ŜƭƛȊŜέ 

 

 

 

OBJECTIVES 

 

Objective 1: Improved local support for conservation / environmental stewardship 

in local communities and stakeholders 

 

Objective 2: Sound research informing public perceptions and management 

decisions 

 

Objective 3: Contribution towards the environmental services provided by 

conservation areas ς clean air, clean water, and climate change amelioration  

 

Objective 4: Provision of a resource that is valued by visitors 
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LƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ 
 

 

.ŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘ ŀƴŘ /ƻƴǘŜȄǘ 
 
! ŎƻǊƴŜǊǎǘƻƴŜ ƻŦ .ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ Protected Areas System, Cockscomb Basin Wildlife 

Sanctuary encompasses 122,260 acres (49,477 ha) of the east-facing slopes of the Maya 

Mountains Massif ς a landscape of ridge crests, rolling hills and river flood plains, cloaked primarily 

in tropical broadleaf evergreen forest. It was established following research work in the area in 

ǘƘŜ мфулΩǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘŜŘ ƛǘǎ ǾŀƭǳŜ ŦƻǊ ƧŀƎǳŀǊǎ όwŀōƛƴƻǿƛǘȊΣ мфуоύΦ ¢ƘŜ ŀǊŜŀ Ƙŀǎ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘ ǘƻ 

be a focal point for research into this species to this day. As the foremost ƻŦ .ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ ǘŜǊǊŜǎǘǊƛŀƭ 

national protected areas, it is one of six of the highest priority protected areas in the National 

Protected Areas System, based on environmental values, biodiversity status, socio-economic 

values, and key climate change resilience factors (Walker et al., 2013). It is also a valuable asset 

for the tourism stakeholders within the area, as well as for the local and national economy. Day 

to day management of the area is the responsibility of the Belize Audubon Society (BAS) through 

a co-management agreement with the Forest Department. 

 

The Cockscomb Range, a well-known national landmark within Belize, lies within the contiguous 

Victoria Peak Natural Monument. This series of peaks forms the northern-most wall of the 

Cockscomb Basins, and dominates the landscape. The highest point is Victoria Peak, at 3,675 feet 

(1,120m), flanked on both sides by lower peaks ς Mount Allan and Mount Escott to the west, and 

Mount Holland, Jerningham Peak and The Molar to the east. The 4,847 acres of the Natural 

Monument are also managed by BAS as part of a single management unit with the Cockscomb 

Basin Wildlife Sanctuary.  

 

Between them, the Wildlife Sanctuary and the Natural Monument protect an estimated 17 

ecosystems (15 terrestrial and 2 aquatic) over a broad altitudinal range, from lowland broadleaf 

forest to sub-montane elfin woodland. This large expanse of forested uplands and valleys is a 

critical part of the Maya Mountains Massif, one of the last remaining large, intact blocks of forest 

within the Mesoamerican region. The Massif is considered essential for the survival of wide-

ranging species such as scarlet macaw, white-lipped peccary, and Yucatan black-handed spider 

monkeys, all of which need large blocks of contiguous forest to maintain viable populations. The 

protected areas are a critical stronghold for many other species of national and international 

ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘŀƴƎŜǊŜŘ .ŀƛǊŘΩǎ ǘŀǇƛǊΣ ōƭŀŎƪ ƘƻǿƭŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǎǇƛŘŜǊ ƳƻƴƪŜȅǎΣ ǘǿƻ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ ƻŦ 

rain frog, and the regionally important population of scarlet macaws. At least 17 globally 

threatened species (Critically Endangered, Endangered and Vulnerable (Table 1; IUCN, 2018))are 

reported from the area, and Cockscomb Basin Wildlife Sanctuary also plays an important role in  
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the maintenance of game species in the area ς both mammals and birds ς replenishing the areas 

outside where hunting is permitted. 

 

The forested slopes provide a 

measure of water security and 

reduce the risk of flash floods for 

the agricultural areas and 

communities of the coastal plain. 

The protected watersheds also 

maintain the water quality of rivers 

flowing to the Caribbean Sea, 

essential for the health of the Belize 

Barrier Reef. 

 

Cockscomb Basin Wildlife 

Sanctuary and Victoria Peak 

Natural Monument  are two of 

twenty protected areas that form 

the Maya Mountains Massif, the 

largest remaining intact forest 

block in Belize. The upper elevation 

areas also provide protection for 

part ƻŦ .ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ ƘƛƎƘŜǎǘ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘȅ YŜȅ 

Biodiversity Area.  

 

The Wildlife Sanctuary and Natural 

Monument are each defined by a 

site specific statutory instrument 

that defines the resource use 

permitted within the two protected areas. The core area of the Wildlife Sanctuary was established 

as a Forest Reserve in 1984 (93 of 1984), and then extended to its current extent as a Wildlife 

Sanctuary in 1997 (SI 113 of 1997). The management regime is considered to be equivalent to 

IUCN Category IV. The Natural Monument was established in 1998, through SI 47 of 1998), and is 

considered to be equivalent to IUCN Category III. In 1998, the 4,847 acres of the adjacent Victoria 

Peak Natural Monument came under Belize Audubon Society management, bringing the total 

area of the two contiguous protected areas to an estimated 127,107 acres.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

THREATENED SPECIES  
Critically Endangered  

Cycad                                              Zamia prasina 

Endangered  

Yucatan Black Howler  
Monkey 

Alouatta pigra 

Central American Black-
handed Spider Monkey 

Ateles geoffroyi*  

{ŀƴŘŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ wŀƛƴ CǊƻƎ     Craugastor sandersoni 

.ŀƛǊŘΩǎ ¢ŀǇƛǊ                                   Tapirus bairdi 

Bromeliad Treefrog Bromeliohyla bromeliacia 

Vulnerable  

Agami Heron Agamia agami 

Spanish Cedar Cedrela odorata 

Xate Macho Chamaedorea oblongata 

Limestone Rainfrog Craugastor psephosypharus 

Great Curassow Crax rubra 

Cerulean Warbler Dendroica cerulea 

Keel-billed Motmot Electron carinatum 

Leprus Chirping Frog Eleutherodactylus leprus 

Mountain Palmeto Schippia concolor 

Big-leaf Mahogany Swietenia macrophylla 
White-lipped Peccary Tayassu pecari 

Note: A. geoffroyi yucatanensis, the subspecies in Belize, is 
now considered genetically identical to A. g. vellerosus, a 
Critically Endangered sub-species (Moralez-Jiminez et al., 
2015). 
  
TABLE 1: THREATENED SPECIES OF CBWS / VPNM  
                 (IUCN, 2018) 
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Summary of Key Characteristics: 

 

Á Large tract of undisturbed forest 

Á Watershed protection and water security 

Á Ecosystem representation 

Á Protection of riparian vegetation 

 
 
Summary of Resilience Features 
 
Á Large, intact forest cover and  
Á Protective ridges on all sides ς particularly the east (seaward)-facing side, provide a level 

of protection from increased storm intensity,  
Á Maintenance of water catchment functionality 
Á Altitudinal connectivity for forest ecosystems 

 
National Protected Areas System Rationalization Report (Walker et al., 2012) 
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tǳǊǇƻǎŜ ŀƴŘ {ŎƻǇŜ ƻŦ aŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ tƭŀƴ 
 

This Management Plan provides the contextual background for informed management decision 

making and a structured framework of activities to assist the Belize Audubon Society, as the co-

management partner, the Forest Department (as the management authority), and other partners 

to ensure Cockscomb Basin Wildlife Sanctuary (CBWS) and Victoria Peak Natural Monument 

(VPNM) continue to support both biodiversity, water security and other environmental services, 

and livelihoods.  

 

The management of the Cockscomb Basin is guided by its categorization as a Wildlife Sanctuary, 

designated under the National Protected Areas System Act:  

 

άTo protect nationally significant species, biotic communities or physical features.έ 

 

Victoria Peak, as a Natural Monument, was designated: 

ά¢ƻ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŜǎŜǊǾŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ ƻŦ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴŎŜΦέ 

This Management Plan has been developed by Belize Audubon Society, as the co-management 

partner, to guide the management of the two protected areas as a single unit1 through the next 

five years (2019 ς 2023). In line with the National Protected Areas Policy and System Plan, it 

reflects the participatory approach to management being adopted in Belize today, with the input 

of key stakeholders of CBWS, through focal group meetings, interviews with a wide variety of 

individuals (including key buffer communities and tourism stakeholders), and the CBWS staff 

(both at management and field level).  

The Plan includes information on the physical and biological attributes of the protected areas, 

based on past and current research conducted in the area, and documents the legislative 

framework. It summarises current uses and management challenges, and integrates support for 

tourism, research and education whilst balancing this with protection of the resources of the area 

whilst implementing Managed Access as a mechanism for continued use.  

 

The Management Plan summarises the outputs of the conservation planning processes - for the 

Wildlife Sanctuary itself, and for the larger landscape, and integrates climate change assessment 

outputs. It identifies the management challenges, and defines the goals and objectives of 

management for the five-year period.  

 

                                                 
1 b.Υ ¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘƛǎ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘΣ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳǎ Ψ/ƻŎƪǎŎƻƳōΩ ƻǊ Ψ/.²{Ω ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ōƻǘƘ /ƻŎƪǎŎƻƳō .ŀǎƛƴ ²ƛƭŘƭƛŦŜ 

Sanctuary and Victoria Peak Natural Monument, unless otherwise specified, 
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The Plan provides a framework for both broad management strategies as well as more specific 

activities to achieve the goals of maintaining ecosystem functions and natural resource values. It 

outlines specific management programs based on the best available data and scientific 

knowledge, integrating conservation planning strategies, as well as relevant strategies of national 

and regional plans. It also sets in place the means for measuring management effectiveness, and 

recommends an implementation schedule. It is recommended that detailed annual operational 

plans be developed based on the framework provided by this management plan, with an annual 

review of implementation success, allowing for adaptive management over the five-year period 

ς 2019 to 2023. 
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Section One  

 

Current Status  
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1.1 LOCATION  
 

The approximately 127,000 acres of the Cockscomb Basin Wildlife Sanctuary (including Victoria 

Peak Natural Monument) is perhaps the best known of .ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ ǘŜǊǊŜǎǘǊƛŀƭ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘŜŘ ŀǊŜŀǎΦ 

Located on the east facing slopes of the Maya Mountains, 15 km from the Caribbean coastline, 

Cockscomb Basin Wildlife Sanctuary (including the Victoria Peak Natural Monument) is a core 

component of the Maya Mountains Massif, a block of continuous protected areas that cover the 

upper elevation. Geopolitically, the combined Cockscomb Basin Wildlife Sanctuary and Victoria 

Peak Natural Monument straddle both Stann Creek and Toledo Districts, two of six administrative 

districts within the country (Map 2), with the north west corner of the Natural Monument 

projecting into a third - Cayo District.  

 
ACCESS 
 
Cockscomb Basin Wildlife Sanctuary is 

approximately 20 miles south of Dangriga, 

accessed from the junction with the 

southern highway at Maya Centre. There are 

two access points. The first is a non-paved 

road entering from the east, from the 

Southern Highway, through Maya Centre. 

This ends at the Headquarters, where a 

series of buildings form the administration 

and accommodation complex, and visitor 

facilities. From here, a series of trails around 

the central Headquarters area are 

maintained for visitor use, with a focus on 

ǎŎŜƴƛŎ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ¢ƛƎŜǊ CŜǊƴ ŀƴŘ .ŜƴΩǎ 

Bluff, both of which look out over the East 

Basin towards Victoria Peak, and provide 

access to waterfalls. There are also a number 

of longer trails that allow access to MAP 1: 

FIGURE 1: LOCATION OF CBWS / VPNM IN BELIZE             Victoria Peak, Outlier and Mexican Branch. 

 

The second access point is through Maya Mopan, with an old logging track allowing foot and All-

Terrain Vehicle access to the Juan Branch warden outpost, which is manned against poaching. 

Dangriga 

BELIZE CITY 

Punta Gorda 

ORANGE 
WALK 

CAYO 

COROZAL 

BELIZE 

STANN 
CREEK 

TOLEDO 
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The unpaved road that winds its way for 6 miles (10 km) westwards into the Cockscomb Basin is 

generally all-year access for high-ground vehicles, unless impacted by extreme storm events. The 

road enters the Wildlife Sanctuary at the White House, and ends at the CBWS Headquarters.  

 

COMMUNITIES ADJACENT TO COCKSCOMB BASIN WILDLIFE SANCTUARY  

 

Ten stakeholder communities have been identified within the immediate Cockscomb landscape, 

with Maya Centre and Maya Mopan most closely linked to the protected area. Others include Red 

Bank, San Roman, Santa Rosa, San Pablo, Trio Farm, Bladen Village and George Town. A further 

three (Dangriga (the Stann Creek district administrative center), Hopkins and Placencia) benefit 

from the attraction of Cockscomb as a tourism destination (Map 2).  
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UTM co-ordinates of HQ: 16 0344552 W 18 55734 N 
 
MAP 2: THE LOCATION OF COCKSCOMB BASIN WILDLIFE SANCTUARY AND VICTORIA PEAK 
NATURAL MONUMENT 
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1.2 REGIONAL AND INTERNATIONAL CONTEXT 
 

Belize, recognized as part of the Mesoamerican biodiversity hotspot, was founded on its 

ōƛƻŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ǿŜŀƭǘƘΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƘƛǎ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜǎ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΦ 

Cockscomb Basin Wildlife Sanctuary and Victoria Peak Natural Monument are core components 

of the Maya Mountains Massif (MMM), a regional important forest node that covers an estimated 

1,260,800 acres (approximately 510,330 hectares), and one of the largest remaining intact 

forested blocks in the region. The MMM stretches from the Vaca Forest Reserve at its most 

northerly extent to Columbia River Forest Reserve in the south, and encompasses a total of 

fourteen protected areas, the majority administered by the Forest Department, and one by the 

Institute of Archaeology. It is considered critical for the long term viability of forest species in the 

region. The protected upper watersheds also maintain the water security (both quality and 

quantity) of rivers flowing to the southern coastal plain, and m there onto the Caribbean Sea, 

essential for the health of the Belize Barrier Reef. The forested slopes of the Wildlife Sanctuary 

also reduce the risk of flash floods for the agricultural areas and communities of the coastal plain.  

 

Unlike many of its larger Central American neighbors, the natural landscapes and seascapes of 

Belize still support viable populations of large ranging species. CBWS, as part of the MMM, 

includes a portion of .ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ ƘƛƎƘŜǎǘ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘȅ YŜȅ .ƛƻŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ !ǊŜŀΣ ŀƴŘ protects species of 

international concern, including the critically endangered sub-species of     the Central American 

black-handed spider monkeyΣ ŜƴŘŀƴƎŜǊŜŘ .ŀƛǊŘΩǎ ǘŀǇƛǊΣ Yucatan black howler, two species of rain 

frog, as well as a regionally important population of scarlet macaws, making it a critical 

component of the regions effort in maintaining biodiversity. 

 

Belize is party to a number of global Multilateral Environmental Agreements (MEAs) that focus on 

biodiversity issues (Table 2). Many of these are legally binding, and are required to be integrated 

within the national legislative framework. As a signatory of the Convention on Biological Diversity 

(CBD) (1992), Belize is committed to ensuring it has measures in place to protect biodiversity, 

with promotion of sustainable use, contributing to the 2011 ς 2020 CBD strategic goals.  

 

More specific targets of the CDB relevant to Cockscomb Basin Wildlife Sanctuary include: 

 

Á promoting the conservation of the biological diversity of ecosystems, habitats and biomes; 

Á promoting sustainable use and consumption, by encouraging use of products derived from 

sources that are sustainably managed;  

Á addressing threats to biodiversity related to the pressures of habitat loss, land use change 

and degradation, and unsustainable water use; 

Á addressing challenges to biodiversity from climate change, and pollution;  

Á maintaining the capacity of ecosystems to deliver goods and services that support 

sustainable livelihoods, local food security and health care, especially of poor people 
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TABLE 2: KEY INTERNATIONAL CONVENTIONS AND AGREEMENTS OF RELEVANCE TO COCKSCOMB 

BASIN WILDLIFE SANCTUARY 

 

As a requirement of the CBD (Article VI (a)), the CBD focal point in Belize, the Forest Department, 

is required to develop and implement the National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan (NBSAP) 

to regulate and manage activities that have or are likely to have significant adverse impacts on 

ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ ǳǎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎƘŀǊƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ ƻŦ .ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ ōƛƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΦ 

All of these targets are reflected in the goal and objectives for the Wildlife Sanctuary / Natural 

Monument, and in the wider goal, mission and activities of the Belize Audubon Society and the 

Belize Forest Department. Belize has largely met global protection targets for almost all terrestrial 

Key International and Regional Conventions and Agreements of Relevance to Cockscomb 
Basin Wildlife Sanctuary 

Convention on Biological 
Diversity (Rio de Janeiro, 1992) 
Ratified in 1993 

To conserve biological diversity to promote the sustainable use 
of its components, and encourage equitable sharing of benefits 
arising from the utilization of natural resources 
CBWS ƛǎ ŀƴ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀƭ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ .ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 
protected areas system, protecting biodiversity and threatened 
ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎΣ ŀǎ ǇŜǊ .ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ Ŏƻmmitment under the CBD.  

Convention Concerning the 
Protection of the World 
Cultural and Natural Heritage 
(Paris, 1972)  

 

The World Heritage Convention requires parties to take steps to 
identify, protect and conserve the cultural and natural heritage 
within their territories. 
With several watershed originating in the CBWS  / VPNM, the 
protected areas play a key role in maintaining water flow and 
water quality of the rivers that flow into the coastal waters of 
Belize 

Alliance for the Sustainable 
Development of Central 
America (ALIDES) (1994) 

Regional alliance supporting sustainable development 
initiatives.  

As a national protected area, CBWS provides sustainable benefits 
to local communities through ecosystem services (including water 
security) and tourism, whilst also protecting biodiversity and 
threatened species, ŀǎ ǇŜǊ .ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǳƴŘŜǊ ![L59{Φ  

Central American Commission 
for Environment and 
Development (CCAD) (1989) 

Regional organization of Heads of State formed under ALIDES, 
responsible for the environment of Central America. Initiated 
Mesoamerican Biological Corridors and Mesoamerican Barrier 
Reef Systems Programs. 
Belize has worked with other ALIDES members towards the 
implementation of the Mesoamerican Biological Corridors 
Programme towards long term biodiversity viability. CBWS is part 
of one of the critical forest nodes connected by the MBC. 

Convention on the 
Conservation of Biodiversity 
and the Protection of Priority 
Wilderness Areas in Central 
America (Managua, 1992) 

To conserve biological diversity and the biological resources of 
the Central American region by means of sustainable 
development 
CBWS, as part of the MMM, is one of the few remaining large 
tracts of forest able to support wide-ranging umbrella and key 
stone species such as white lipped peccary and jaguar 
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ecosystems within the National Protected Areas System, with identification of required actions 

for those that are under-represented. 

 

Belize is a party to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) 

which, whilst not an MEA, is closely associated to the environment, and sets an overall framework 

for intergovernmental efforts to tackle the challenge posed by climate change. Belize is 

considered a Small Island Developing State under this convention, with the impacts of climate 

change far outweighing the contribution to emissions, and at high risk of negative impacts from 

climate change.  

 

Under the Convention Concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage, 

Belize has a serial nomination of seven sites, designated in 1996 as components of the Belize 

Barrier Reef Reserve System - World Heritage Site. These seven sites are seen as representative 

of the Belize Barrier Reef and are impacted by land-based pollution and watershed impacts. CBWS 

is important in maintaining the watershed functionality and protecting water quality in the upper 

watershed, though the coastal plain has significant agricultural development that does impact the 

water quality of the rivers and therefore the reef. As a signatory to the regional Cartagena 

Convention, Belize has also ratified the Land-Based Sources of Pollution Protocol as part of a 

concerted global effort to address the potential impacts of land-based sources of pollution on the 

marine environment. Under this Convention, Belize is required to address the issues of 

agrochemical pollution, nutrient runoff, deforestation and land use change. 

 
Belize has not yet signed on to the Convention on Conservation of Migratory Species of Wild 

Animals (Bonn Convention, 1979), though this is a target of the current five-year National 

Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan.  

 

At the regional level, Belize is included in both Central American and Wider Caribbean 

agreements. The Central American Integration System (SICA), provides a regional coordination 

and collaboration framework for Central America. Under this is the Central American Commission 

for Environment and Development (CCAD), the regional organization of Heads of State formed 

under SICA, responsible for the environment of Central America. CCAD initiated the regional 

Mesoamerican Biological Corridors and Mesoamerican Barrier Reef Systems Programs. The 

Alliance for the Sustainable Development of Central America (ALIDES) calls for sustainable 

development with strategies for improved management of more sustainable resource extraction. 

The Maya Mountains Massif is one of the last remaining large blocks of intact forest to be linked 

through the Mesoamerican Biological Corridors Programme to improve long term biodiversity 

viability. It is also particularly important in the region in its role of watershed protection. The 

headwaters of fourteen watersheds - ǘƘŜ ƳŀƧƻǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ .ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ ǊƛǾŜǊ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ - originate within the 

Maya Mountains, providing water security for 55% of the total land mass of Belize and over 128 

communities, as well as supplying water to over 180 communities in Guatemala (Walker et al., 

2008). 
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1.3 NATIONAL CONTEXT 
 

1.3.1 NATIONAL PLANNING STRATEGIES  

 
The national goals and objectives for conservation revolve around the sustainable use, 

conservation and protection ƻŦ .ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ ƘǳƳŀƴ 

development. These objectives are implemented through the National Biodiversity Strategy and 

Action Plan (GoB, 2016), which recognizes the importance of protected areas such as CBWS, and 

the need to mainstream biodiversity across all sectors in Belize, improve integration of 

biodiversity and protected areas into national planning strategies, and build both human and 

institutional capacity to effectively manage the biodiversity resources. It provides a framework 

for strategies under five national goals: 

 

GOAL A. MAINSTREAMING: Improved environmental stewardship is 

demonstrated across all society in Belize, as is an understanding and appreciation 

of marine, freshwater and terrestrial biodiversity, its benefits and values. 

 

GOAL B. REDUCING PRESSURES: 5ƛǊŜŎǘ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŘƛǊŜŎǘ ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜǎ ƻƴ .ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ ƳŀǊƛƴŜΣ 

freshwater and terrestrial ecosystems are reduced to sustain and enhance 

national biodiversity and ecosystem services 

 

GOAL C. PROTECTION: CǳƴŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŜŎƻǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ŀƴŘ ǾƛŀōƭŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ .ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ 

biodiversity are maintained and strengthened 

 

GOAL D. BENEFITS: Strengthened provision of ecosystem services, ecosystem-

based management and the equitable sharing of benefits from biodiversity 

 

GOAL E. IMPLEMENTATION: Effective implementation of the NBSAP through 

capacity building, strategic decision making and integrated public participation 

 

The most relevant to CBWS is Goal C: PROTECTION, (TARGET C4. By 2020, average management 

effectiveness of the National Protected Areas System has increased to 80%) όCƛƎǳǊŜ Χύ. 

Implementation is through the National Protected Areas Policy and System Plan (NPAPSP) (GoB, 

2005; revised: 2015). This guides system-level and individual protected area management efforts 

to support the national objectives of ecological and economic sustainability over the long term, 

with the development of human and institutional capacity to effectively manage biodiversity 

resources within the NPAS. The NPAPSP centres on the following policy statement, which has 

been taken into consideration in the development of this plan:  
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The Government of Belize shall 

promote the sustainable use of 

.ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘŜŘ ŀǊŜŀǎ ōȅ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƴƎ 

and encouraging resource users and 

the general public to properly 

conserve the biological diversity 

contained in these areas in order to 

maintain and enhance the quality of 

life for all. This shall be achieved by 

facilitating the participation of local 

communities and other stakeholders 

in decision-making and the equitable 

distribution of benefits derived from 

them, through adequate institutional 

and human capacity building and 

collaborative research and 

development.  

 
Cockscomb Basin Wildlife Sanctuary 

contributes towards a key goal of the 

NPAPSP -  ǘƻ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ άNational 

Protected Areas System includes high 

quality examples of the full range of 

environment types within Belize, with 

balanced representation of the ecosystem types they representέ όbt!t{tΣ нллр). It provides 

representative coverage of several ecosystems of limited distribution in Belize, including the 

upper montane elfin woodland. It also harbors a significant percentage of the species found in 

Belize - ƻǾŜǊ ру҈ ƻŦ .ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ ƳŀƳƳŀƭǎΣ рс҈ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ōƛǊŘǎΣ пн҈ ƻŦ ƴƻƴ-marine reptiles and 69% of 

the amphibians have been recorded to date,   

 

 

 

 

 

Under a National Protected Areas System rationalization exercise, a number of recommendations 

were made for CBWS / VPNM to improve representation or protection of specific national targets: 

 

 
Priority Ecosystem / Species Protection 
 

Á Should be considered for priority investment for tourism infrastructure ς or for tourism 

concessions, in collaboration with Belize Audubon Society.  

GOAL C: PROTECTION 
 
TARGET C4.  By 2025, average management 
effectiveness of the National Protected Areas 
System has improved to 80% 
 

/пΦм LƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǾƛǎŜŘ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ tǊƻǘŜŎǘŜŘ 
!ǊŜŀ {ȅǎǘŜƳ tƭŀƴ όbt!{tύ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ bt!{ 
wŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ wŜǇƻǊǘ 

/пΦн LƳǇǊƻǾŜ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛǎƳǎ 
ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ bt!{ 

/пΦо /ƻƴŘǳŎǘ нлмс ŀƴŘ нлнл !ǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ 
ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘŜŘ ŀǊŜŀǎ 
ŀƴŘ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎ 

/пΦп мл҈ ƻŦ t!ǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜŘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ 
ǾŀƭǳŜ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ  

/пΦр 9ƴƎŀƎŜ ōǳŦŦŜǊ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛǾŜ 
ǎǘŜǿŀǊŘǎƘƛǇ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ bt!{ 
 

Y9¸ {¢w!¢9DL9{ hC Dh![ /Υ twh¢9/¢Lhb hC ¢I9 
b!¢Lhb![ .Lh5L±9w{L¢¸ {¢w!¢9D¸ !b5 !/¢Lhb 
t[!b 
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Á Finalization of realignment of Mango Creek Forest Reserve (1) to cover the foothills of 

Cabbage Haul, providing increased protection from fires and increased watershed 

protection for CBWS 

Á Revise the SIs to remove the current north-eastern portion of proposed realignment of 

Mango Creek Forest Reserve(1) from MCFR(1), and integrate into Cockscomb Basin 

Wildlife Sanctuary as per 2008 initiative for full protection of Cockscomb Basin 

watershed functionality ŀƴŘ ǘƻǳǊƛǎƳ ŦƻŎŀƭ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ƻŦ ¢ƛƎŜǊ CŜǊƴ ŀƴŘ .ŜƴΩǎ .ƭǳŦŦΦ 

Á Cockscomb Basin may actually qualify as IUCN Category Ib, based on public use being 

within 10% or less of the protected area - consider realignment under IUCN Category 1b, 

II, or retain as Category IV.  

Á Retain Wildlife Sanctuary status and no-take regulations (Wildlife Sanctuary (1)). 

 

National Protected Areas System Rationalization Recommendations (Walker et al., 2012) 

 

 

 

The Maya Mountains Massif (MMM) forms the 

prominent, elevated area to the south west of Belize 

(Figure 2; Map 3). Cockscomb Basin Wildlife 

Sanctuary and Victoria Peak Natural Monument 

are two of twenty protected areas that, together, 

form the Maya Mountains Massif, transcending 

site-level administrative categories. It has been 

identified as a system-level management unit, in 

recognition of the fact that resources and threats 

exist in a larger landscape beyond the boundaries 

of the individual protected areas themselves. 

Under the NPAPSP, government seeks to increase 

management effectiveness through grouping 

protected areas into system-level management 

units, with improved communication and 

collaboration between protected areas in similar 

landscapes and facing similar threats. 

Maya 
Mountains 

Massif 
 G

u
a
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m

a
la 

 

Mexico 

 

Belize 

 

FIGURE 2: THE MAYA MOUNTAINS MASSIF 
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MAP 3: PROTECTED AREAS OF THE MAYA MOUNTAINS MASSIF 
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The MMM Conservation Action Plan (Walker et al., 

2008) set out discrete goals and objectives at 

system rather than site-level, towards increasing 

management effectiveness, through improved 

collaboration for surveillance and enforcement, 

biodiversity monitoring, education, outreach, and 

management across MMM protected areas. 

Whilst the MMM CAP was not implemented at the 

time, the benefits of communication and 

collaboration are now being promoted at national 

level. 

 

As such, management strategy development for 

Cockscomb Basin and Victoria Peak need to take 

into account the MMM vision, as well as the MMM 

goals and objectives for system-level 

management. Whilst these are now outdated and 

in need of revision, they are still important in 

ensuring that these protected areas are managed 

not only for their site-level significance, but also 

for their contribution to national conservation goals and commitments. 

 

Both the NBSAP and the bt!t{t ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ .ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ Growth and Sustainable Development Plan 

(GSDS), part of the 15-year national development framework under Horizon 2030. The GSDS 

recognizes effective implementation of both the NBSAP and NPAPSP as critical in achieving 

national development goals. 

  

The national objective of the National Sustainable Tourism Master Plan is to άƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ŘƻǳōƭŜ 

ƻǾŜǊƴƛƎƘǘ ǘƻǳǊƛǎǘ ŀǊǊƛǾŀƭǎ ǿƘƛƭŜ ŜƴƘŀƴŎƛƴƎ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ ƭŜƴƎǘƘ ƻŦ ǎǘŀȅ ŀƴŘ Řŀƛƭȅ ŜȄǇŜƴŘƛǘǳǊŜέ. The 

qualities of the environment and the need to conserve these qualities are recognised in the 

MasterPlan, with the sustainable development program providing the framework that will 

άŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŜ b{¢at Ƴŀƛƴǘŀƛƴǎ ŀ ōŀƭŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ the three pillars of sustainable development: social 

accountability, environmental conservation and economic prosperityΦέ Whilst the NSTMP is 

primarily focused on destination development, financing and marketing, but does recognize the 

ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ .ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ ǘƻǳǊƛǎƳ 

industry.  

 

1.3.2 LEGAL FRAMEWORK 

 

Several key laws have been enacted to protect ecosystems, ecosystem services and biodiversity, 

contributing to the conservation framework of Belize. The Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries, 

 
MMM Vision Statement 

 

The Maya Mountains Massif of Belize and 
Guatemala is internationally recognized 
for its exceptional natural and cultural 

values.  This vast, contiguous forest and 
complex of watersheds, contributes to 

national development, regional 
cooperation and international 

conservation.  The Massif is managed as 
an exemplary model of integrated 

management that maintains ecological 
integrity and preserves cultural heritage 

for future generations. 
 

Vision Statement  
Maya Mountains Massif Conservation 

Planning Outputs (2008) 
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Forestry, Environment and Sustainable Development is the administrative agency for the National 

Protected Areas System Act (revised, 2015), Forest Act (1927), Fisheries Act (1948), and the 

Wildlife Protection Act (1981).  

 

The National Protected Areas System Act 

provides the framework for management of 

the national protected areas in Belize, and is 

the primary tool for biodiversity planning and 

management, implemented through the 

Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry, Fisheries 

and Sustainable Development. It defines the 

various categories of protected area, 

including Wildlife Sanctuary and Natural 

Monument, and the activities that can be 

conducted in each area. It provides the 

framework for on-going effective 

ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ .ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ Ǌesources 

within protected areas.  

 

As non-extractive protected areas, hunting is 

not permitted within the boundaries of CBWS 

/ VPNM under the NPAS Act, and wildlife is 

also managed outside the protected areas 

through the Wildlife Protection Act (1982), 

which regulates hunting, as well as providing 

protection for many terrestrial species in 

Belize. Regulated and protected species are 

listed in the Schedule. This Act is scheduled 

for revision and significant strengthening in 

2018.  

 

The Fisheries Act (being revised as the 

Aquatic Resource Bill), is administered under 

the Fisheries Department and is the principal 

governing legislation regulating the fishing 

industry. It is directly concerned with 

maintaining sustainable fish stocks and 

protecting the marine and freshwater 

environments. This includes the inland 

fisheries, with regulations that provide for 

sustainability of freshwater fish resources 

 
KEY NATIONAL LEGISLATION PROTECTING 
FAUNA, FLORA, AND NATIONAL HERITAGE 
 
The National Protected Areas System Act 
(2015) 
Provides a framework for establishment and 
maintenance of the national protected areas 
system.  
 
 
The Wildlife Protection Act (1981) 
Provides for the conservation, restoration and 
development of wildlife and regulation of its 
use. 
 
The Forest Act (1927) 
Promotes the forestry industry, with the 
implementation of conservation techniques, 
Responsible for forestry activities in all types of 
forest, including littoral forests and mangroves. 
 
The Fisheries Act (1980) 
Principal governing legislation regulating the 
fishing industry, and is directly concerned with 
maintaining sustainable fish stocks and 
protecting the marine and freshwater 
environments. 
 
Environmental Protection Act (1992) 
Promotes the preservation and improvement of 
the environment, the rational use of natural 
resources, the control of pollution, and 
associated actions. This is achieved through the 
EIA / ECP process. 
 
The National Integrated Water Resources Act 
(2011) 
Provides for management of water resources. 
Its role includes estimating water availability 
and value, and implementing measures to 
ensure wise use and long term sustainability of 
.ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ ǿŀǘŜǊ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎΦ 
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(though these are seldom implemented outside the National Protected Areas System). 

 

The National Integrated Water Resources Act (2011) recognizes that:  

 

ά.ŜƭƛȊŜŀƴǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ŦǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ǿŀǘŜǊ άΣ ǎŀŦŜƎǳŀǊŘŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ άǇƭŀƴƴŜŘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΣ 

ŎƻƻǊŘƛƴŀǘŜŘ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΣ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ ǳǎŜ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ .ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ ǿŀǘŜǊ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜƴǘ 

with the social, economic and environmental needs of present and future generations, and to 

ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƭ .ŜƭƛȊŜŀƴǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ŀŦŦƻǊŘŀōƭŜΣ ǎŀŦŜΣ ŀŘŜǉǳŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƭƛŀōƭŜ ǿŀǘŜǊΦέ 

 

It also integrates climate change as a key theme. There is recognition of the role of protected 

areas in the maintenance of water security in the Integrated Water Resource Management Policy 

and the Act.  

 

Lƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǊŜŀ ƻŦ άDŀǘƘŜǊƛƴƎ DǊƻǳƴŘǎέΣ ǘƘŜ !Ŏǘ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘŜƴǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊŜǎǘǎ 

managed under the Forestry Department: 

  

50. (1) The Authority shall ensure that all gathering ƎǊƻǳƴŘǎ ǎƘŀƭƭ Χ 

 

(a) be retained as forest reserves or national 

parks, as the case may be, in accordance 

with the provisions of the Forests Act and 

the National Parks System Act;   

 

The Pesticides Control Act (1990) provides a mechanism for the registration and regulation of 

pesticide importation and use through the Pesticide Control Board, important for improving 

pesticide management, and reducing contamination of the rivers. Studies have already shown the 

presence of glyphosates and organophosphates in standing water on Outlier and Victoria Peak 

(Kaiser, 2011), as a result of orographic drift from the southern coastal plain, where aerial spraying 

of agrochemicals on banana and other crops is ongoing. 

 

Tourism legislation in Belize falls under the mandate of the Ministry of Tourism through the Belize 

Tourism Board (BTB). This regulates tourism activities such as guide:visitor ratios, guide training 

and certification, and licensing of tour operators and accommodation and is focused on 

maintaining standards for tourism in Belize. Regulations developed in collaboration with BTB are 

in place for climbing Victoria Peak, and regulate accommodation standards at the CBWS 

Headquarters. 

  

The Protected Areas Conservation Trust (PACT) is the primary national financial sustainability 

mechanism for support of the National Protected Areas System. The Protected Areas 

Conservation Trust Act was passed in 1995 (Act 15 of 1995), and PACT was established as a 

statutory body in 1996. Over its 20 years of existence, PACT has assisted local conservation 
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organizations, including BAS, with 

funding for projects assisting in the 

maintenance of effective protected 

areas and providing leverage for funding 

ŦǊƻƳ ŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ ǎƻǳǊŎŜǎΦ t!/¢Ωǎ 

investments are aligned to the 

operational framework of the National 

Protected Areas Policy and System Plan 

(NPAPSP), focused on building 

management effectiveness of the NPAS, 

and strengthening biodiversity 

conservation in Belize.  

 

1.3.3 LAND TENURE 

 
SITE LEVEL LEGISLATION 
 
Cockscomb Basin Wildlife Sanctuary is national land, designated by Statutory Instrument under   

the  National Protected Areas  System  Act. The core area has had  protected  status  since  1984 

(first as a Forest Reserve, then as a Wildlife Sanctuary), and as such, there are restrictions on 

activities that can take place within the area. Research, educational and recreational activities are 

permitted, but no extractive use (sustainable or otherwise) is currently allowed. The initial core 

area was extended in 1990, and again  in 1997, to include part of the Maya Mountain Forest 

Reserve, to give connectivity to Bladen (Table 3). Then more recently, in 1999, Belize Audubon 

Society was given management responsibilities for the adjacent Victoria Peak Natural Monument, 

set aside for the protection and preservation of Victoria Peak, the second highest point in Belize, 

and a nationally recognized natural feature. 

 

During the development of the protected area from 1984 to 2003, estimates of the area have 

changed dependent on the location of the survey lines defined by the statutory instruments, and 

with the advent of more accurate GIS methods. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
The functions of PACT are: 

 
 άΧǘƻ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ 
ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ .ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŀǎǎŜǘǎ 

for the benefit of Belizeans and the global 
community, both now and for future generations.έ 

 
Protected Areas Conservation Trust (Amendment) 

Act, 2015) 
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TABLE 3: THE EVOLUTION OF COCKSCOMB BASIN WILDLIFE SANCTUARY  

 

Whilst the majority of the survey lines to the north, west and  south  have remained fixed, those 

to the east have been redefined several times, and have not yet been finalized in a revised 

Statutory Instrument. TƘŜƛǊ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ƎƛǾŜ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ .ŜƴΩǎ .ƭǳŦŦ ŀƴŘ ¢ƛƎŜǊ CŜǊƴ 

Double Falls, two of the most frequently visited tourist attractions of the Sanctuary. Nor does it 

include Cabbage Haul Lookout (included in the original Forest Reserve definition) which has 

caused concerns in the past, with the area being targeted by both mining and resort development 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƛŘ мффлΩǎ - at that point, BAS and GoB agreed to redefine the boundaries to again match 

the original outline of the protected area (Figure 3).  

 

More recently, a realignment of Mango Creek Forest Reserve (1) has provided some measure of 

protection to these areas of concern, though the key tourism sites are still not within the direct 

management scope of BAS. 

The evolution of Cockscomb Basin Wildlife Sanctuary 

Date 
Statutory 

Instrument 
Area as defined 

in SI (acres) 
Objective 

1984 93 of 1984 93,860 Declared a Forest Reserve under Forest Act 

1984 94 of 1984  
Declared a No Hunting Area under the Wildlife 
Protection Act 

1986 32 of 1986 3,640 
Core area declared a Wildlife Sanctuary under the 
National Parks System Act1 

1990 127 of 1990 102,400 
Extended as a Wildlife Sanctuary under the 
National Parks System Act1 

1997 113 of 1997 122,260 
Extended as a Wildlife Sanctuary under the 
National Parks System Act1 

1998 47 of 1998 (4,847) 
Declaration of Victoria Peak Natural Monument 
under the National parks System Act1 

1999  127,107 
Victoria Peak Natural Monument under 
BAS/Cockscomb management 

NB. Estimates of areas have changed with different SIs. The area used in this Management Plan is 
based on the most recent SI ς 113 of 1997. 
1Now revised as the National Protected Areas System Act (2015) 
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In keeping with their designations, both CBWS and VPNP are non-extractive protected areas, with 

use being restricted to tourism, research and education (Table 4). The management regime is 

aligned with IUCN designation Category II: Protected areas managed primarily for ecosystem 

protection and recreation. This is defined as: 

 
άbŀǘǳǊŀƭ ŀǊŜŀǎ ƻŦ ƭŀƴŘ ŀƴŘκƻǊ ǎŜŀΣ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ όŀύ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ŜŎƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ƛƴǘŜƎǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ 

one or more ecosystems for present and future generations, (b) exclude exploitation or 

occupation detrimental to the purposes of designation of the area and (c) provide a 

foundation for spiritual, scientific, educational, recreational and visitor opportunities, 

ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭƭȅ ŀƴŘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭƭȅ ŎƻƳǇŀǘƛōƭŜΦέ 

 
With the following management objectives: 
 

1. To protect natural and scenic areas of national and international significance for 

spiritual, scientific, educational, recreational or tourist purposes;  

 
2. To perpetuate, in as natural a state as possible, representative examples of 

physiographic regions, biotic communities, genetic resources, and species, to provide 

ecological stability and diversity;  

 
3. To manage visitor use for inspirational, educational, cultural and recreational  

 

FIGURE 3: BOUNDARY LINES OF CBWS, SHOWING EXCLUDED WATERSHED 
AREA 
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purposes at a level which will maintain the area in a natural or near natural state;  
 

4. To eliminate, and thereafter prevent, exploitation or occupation detrimental to the  

purposes of designation 
 

5. To maintain respect for the ecological, geomorphologic, sacred or aesthetic attributes 

which warranted designation; and  

 
6. To take into account the needs of indigenous people, including subsistence resource 

use, in so far as these will not adversely affect the other objectives of management. 

 

* The National Parks System Act of 1981 has been revised as the National Protected Areas System Act of 
2015 
 

TABLE 4: CATEGORIES OF PROTECTED AREAS IN BELIZE 

Categories of Protected Areas in Belize 

Category 
Legal 

Foundation* 
Purpose Activities Permitted 

Nature Reserve National 
Parks System 
Act, 1981 

To protect biological communities or 
species, and maintain natural 
processes in an undisturbed state. 

Research, education 

National Park 
 

National 
Parks System 
Act, 1981 

To protect and preserve natural and 
scenic values of national significance 
for the benefit and enjoyment of the 
general public. 

Research, education, 
tourism 

Natural 
Monument  
Victoria Peak 

National 
Parks System 
Act, 1981 

To protect and preserve natural 
features of national significance. 

Research, education, 
tourism 

Wildlife 
Sanctuary (1) 
Cockscomb 
Basin 

National 
Protected 
Areas System 
Act, 2015 

To protect nationally significant 
species, biotic communities or physical 
features. 
 

Research, education, 
tourism 

Wildlife 
Sanctuary(2) 

National 
Protected 
Areas System 
Act, 2015 

To protect nationally significant 
species, biotic communities or physical 
features whilst allowing for sustainable 
traditional use, following an accepted 
sustainable use plan. 

Research, education, 
tourism, sustainable 
traditional use 
extraction 

Forest Reserve 
 

Forests Act, 
1927 

To protect forests for management of 
timber extraction and/or the 
conservation of soils, watersheds and 
wildlife resources. 

Research, education, 
tourism, sustainable 
extraction 

Marine 
Reserve 

Fisheries Act, 
1948 

To assist in the management, 
maintenance and sustainable yield of 
fisheries resources 

Sustainable 
extraction, research, 
education, tourism 
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1.3.4 EVALUATION OF NATIONAL AND INTERNATIONAL IMPORTANCE  

 

Cockscomb Basin Wildlife Sanctuary and Victoria Peak Natural Monument ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ǘƻ .ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ 

commitments under the Convention on Biological Diversity - towards the maintenance of viable 

populations of at least sixteen threatened species of international concern, recognized under the 

IUCN Redlist as Critically Endangered, Endangered or Vulnerable (Table 1; IUCN, 2018). This 

includes two species of primate (the Yucatan black howler monkey and Central American black 

handed ǎǇƛŘŜǊ ƳƻƴƪŜȅύΣ ŀƴŘ .ŀƛǊŘΩǎ ǘŀǇƛǊΦ  

 
Cockscomb Basin Wildlife Sanctuary is a crucial part of the Maya Mountain Massif, with Sittee 

River and Sibun Forest Reserves to the north, and Bladen Nature Reserve and Columbia River 

Forest Reserve to the south. Chiquibul National Park and Forest Reserve lie to the west, 

connecting to the protected areas system in Guatemala (Map ..). This large expanse of primarily 

forested uplands and valleys is essential for the survival of species such as scarlet macaw, white-

lipped peccary and ornate hawk-eagle, which need large contiguous forest areas in order to 

survive. With the rapid clearance of forested areas throughout Central America, this is part of the 

last remaining large, relatively intact block of forest within the region. 

 

ECOSYSTEM SERVICES OF COCKSCOMB BASIN WILDLIFE SANCTUARY 

 

Whilst Cockscomb is not able to give protection to the entire watershed area of those river 

systems originating from within the Wildlife Sanctuary (as the rivers pass through the agricultural 

coastal plain before entering the sea), it does protect the upper watershed, ensuring that it 

provides the major benefits of watershed protection and management to these coastal plain 

areas, including water security, water quality, flood control, sediment control, quality of fish 

stocks, biodiversity, habitat preservation, and recreation. It also protects the steeper slopes of the 

watershed areas, which, if cleared, would cause rapid erosion and sedimentation impacts, not 

only in the river system downstream, but also out on the fragile Belize Barrier Reef - the second 

largest barrier reef in the world and a World Heritage Site ς which lies offshore.  

 

The protected area also protects life support systems through clean air, clean water, flood / 

erosion control and through acting as a carbon sink. It also has heritage, scenic, recreation and 

tourism values, on top of its role in the preservation of genetic diversity Table 5). 
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Ecosystem Services of Cockscomb Basin Wildlife Sanctuary / Victoria Peak Natural 

Monument  

Regulation  Á Water Regulation: The forest cover of the watersheds protected by Cockscomb 
and Victoria Peak is important in ensuring orographic rainfall, and regulating the 
timing and magnitude of runoff, flooding, and aquifer recharge.  

Á Erosion Regulation: Retention of forest cover on the steep slopes prevents 
excessive soil erosion and sedimentation of rivers and creeks, assisting in 
prevention of sedimentation impacts downstream. 

Á Ecosystem Regulation of Natural Hazards: The forest cover of CBWS and VPNM 
provides protection against natural hazards, anchoring soils against landslides in 
tropical storm events, and providing a buffering flood control function.  

Á Climate regulation: Changes in land cover have negatively affected regional and 
local climates, with tropical deforestation reducing local rainfall. CBWS and VPNM 
retain their natural vegetation cover, and assist in mitigation of some of the 
effects of climate change. 

Á Pollination: Pollination is a critical ecosystem function for the reproduction of 
most plants, including crops. Viability of pollinators is essential to the long term 
existence of plant species (and therefore biodiversity in general) of CBWS and 
VPNM, and of the agricultural crops in the adjacent area. 

Recruitment  Á Game Species Reservoir: The forest acts as a reservoir for game species such as 
great curassow, white-tailed deer and collared peccary, re-stocking the adjacent 
landscape and providing game, an important protein source, for the buffer 
communities of the Southern Coastal Plain 

Cultural and 

Socio-

Economic 

Á National Significance: Victoria Peak is of national significance as the most iconic 
peak in Belize - ς ǘƘŜ ƘƛƎƘŜǎǘ ΨǇŜŀƪΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΣ ŀƴŘ part of the ridge that 
resembles the distinctive ŎƻŎƪΩǎ ŎƻƳōΣ ŀǎ ǎŜŜƴ ōȅ ǎŀƛƭƻǊǎ ŀǊǊƛǾƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ 9ŀǎǘ ƛƴ 
the Dangriga / Placencia area. 

Á Recreation and Tourism: The scenic beauty of the forests, waterfalls, scenic vistas 
and wildlife are important as recreational and tourism resources.  

Á Socio-economic benefit: Tourism-based income associated with CBWS / VPNM is 
an important activity in the adjacent communities ς particularly for Maya Centre 
It also helps supports the tourism sector in Placencia and Hopkins 

Á Education: Cockscomb Basin Wildlife Sanctuary is an important educational 
resource for Belize schools and international students 

Support  Á Tropical forests are very productive, playing an important role in the cycling of 
nutrients and providing ecosystems necessary for different life stages of 
commercial and non-commercial species 

Á Tropical forests are effective as a CO2 sink  

Á Cockscomb Basin provide important stop-over habitat for migratory bird species  

Á Victoria Peak protects upper elevation ecosystems and species 

 

TABLE 5: ECOSYSTEM SERVICES OF COCKSCOMB BASIN WILDLIFE SANCTUARY AND VICTORIA 

PEAK NATURAL MONUMENT (ADAPTED FROM  MILLENNIUM ECOSYSTEM ASSESSMENT, 2005) 
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1.3.5 SOCIO-ECONOMIC CONTEXT 

   

NATIONAL CONTEXT 

 

Belize has a population currently 

estimated at approximately 380,030 

(Table 6; SIB, 2016), with the lowest 

population density in Central America, 

at just over 14.6 persons per sq. km., 

concentrated primarily on the 

northern plain, southern coastal plain 

(including Toledo), Belize and Stann 

Creek Valley. Much of the remaining 

country is less suited to habitation, 

with swampy lowlands and steep 

terrain in the Maya Mountains.  

 

It is a country of many cultures, with 

Mestizo, Creole, Maya and Garifuna forming the major population groups. Dangriga and Hopkins, 

the two key south-central communities closest to Cockscomb Basin Wildlife Sanctuary, were 

settled in the early 1800s, by the Garifuna people - immigrants of Amerindian and African ancestry 

who arrived from St. Vincent via the Roatan Islands, fleeing persecution. The Creole also settled 

in Stann Creek in the 18th century, when working in the logging industry in the area.  

 

Over the last 30 years, there has been a shift in the cultural demographic of the country as a 

whole, with a significant influx of Central American refugees ς primarily from Guatemala and 

Honduras ς in 2010, an estimated 20% of heads of households were born outside of Belize (SIB, 

2010). There is also an ongoing emigration of Belizeans to the United States ς generally those 

from urban areas who have completed secondary school or have professional training, and an 

immigration of people to Hopkins and other coastal communities, predominantly from the USA, 

Canada and Europe, either as seasonal residents or as retirees.  

 

The economy of Belize has been based largely on agriculture, with fisheries, banana, sugar and 

citrus forming some of the key traditional exports that have contributed significantly towards the 

GDP. More recently, revenue from oil extraction has been significant in supporting the economy, 

but this has now declined. The central southern coastal plain lying between Cockscomb and the 

sea supports an expanding human landscape, with a matrix of agricultural areas on the deeper 

alluvial soils, and aquaculture closer to the coast. Cattle farms, banana, citrus and (most recently) 

coconut plantations provide an important income source. These, along with the aquaculture 

facilities, provide employment for a significant number of people, bringing seasonal migrants and 

permanent workers to the area. However, with the recent closure of shrimp and banana farms, 

Belize Demographic Statistics (Average)  

Population (2016 est.)  380,030  
Population density (2015)  14.6/sq. km.  
Urban Population (2015) 43.1% 
Annual growth rate (2015 est.)  2.1%  
Life expectancy (2015 est.)  70.1   
Below Poverty Level 33.5% (2002) 

43% (2010) 
Literacy rate (2015)  82.3%  
Unemployment rate (2016)  10.1%  
GDP (per capita, 2015)  Bz$9,813.88 per 

capita  
Annual GDP Growth (2015) 1.9% 

TABLE 6: BELIZE DEMOGRAPHIC STATISTICS, (SIB, 
2016) 
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fewer job opportunities, lower incomes and the effects of recent natural disasters, the tourism 

industry has become one of the leading employers in the area. 

 

Seven key buffer communities lie within the CBWS landscape (Table 7), with populations that are 

predominantly Maya (Mopan & Ketchi), with the exception of Santa Cruz with a population that 

is Hispanic/Latino from Central American countries. with an additional three communities, 

located on the coast, are linked through tourism ς Placencia, Hopkins and Dangriga. Self-

employed milpa and citrus farming is important for keeping food on the table, and 

employment opportunities in the area are with the banana, cattle shrimp farms, resorts 

in Placencia and Hopkins, and self-employed work in construction, and tour-guiding.  

  

The communities demonstrated varying degrees of support for the protected area. Maya Centre 

shows the greatest recognition of benefits from CBWS / BAS, with 75% positive respondents. 

However, in other communities, such as San Roman, Maya Mopan, Santa Cruz and Red Bank, the 

majority of respondents responded negatively when asked about CBWS / BAS impact on their 

lives. towards. 

 
 

Community farmlands are expanding in the landscape, and new communities being formed.  One 

such community is Roseville, a Mennonite farming community that is opening up farmland close 

to the CBWS boundary, improving access for hunting. These new communities are not currently 

being addressed by BAS outreach activities.
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MAP 4: KEY STAKEHOLDER COMMUNITIES OF CBWS 
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TABLE 7: STAKEHOLDER COMMUNITIES OF COCKSCOMB BASIN WILDLIFE SANCTUARY 

Stakeholder Communities of CBWS  

Community 
Location (UTM) 
Distance (km) 

Population 
(approx.) 

Population 
Components 

Comments 

Maya Centre 
E16 0354030 
N18 57500 
(6.5 km) 

386 
Mopan 
Maya 

Originally from San Antonio (originally 
from Guatemala). Benefit from the 
presence of CBWS, so supportive of 
protected area. Milpa farming, citrus 
with tour guiding, local crafts, and 
hospitality services. Some employment 
at CBWS, and in agricultural industries 

Maya Mopan 
E16 0337600 

N 42500 
(5.5km) 

632 
Mopan 
Maya 

Originally from San Antonio and San 
Jose in Toledo. Primarily milpa farmers- 
some rice and citrus, and some 
employment on plantations and shrimp 
farms. Have established a cocoa farming 
project and honey cooperative. Some 
hunting and fishing in the Juan Branch 
area. Some employment at CBWS  

Red Bank 
E16 0336000 
N18 38000 

(9km) 
1,201 

Ketchi and 
Mopan 

Maya, as 
well as 
Central 

American 
immigrant 
workers 

First settled 20 years ago by Mopan 
Maya, who were then joined by Ketchi 
Maya originating from Guatemala, 
relocated by GoB from Chiquibul. The 
village is not cohesive, with in-fighting 
between ethnic groups. Each farmer has 
a milpa. Some citrus. Some hunting and 
fishing in Sale-Si-Puede area, for home 
consumption. Possible encroachment of 
CBWS with illegal milpas.  

San Roman 
E16 0354500 
N18 60000 

(7km) 
894 

Immigrant 
workers, 
resident 
Maya 

Primarily a settlement of plantation 
workers, with a small amount of 
agriculture 

Santa Rosa 
E16 0343000 
N18 41800 

(9km) 
542 Maya 

Work on plantations and shrimp farms, 
but supplement this with subsistence 
milpa farming. Hunting and fishing  
within Cockscomb for domestic 
consumption and commercially, 
particularly in the Juan Branch area. 

San Pablo 
E16 0331510 
N18 37253 

250 Maya 

Founded in 1997 by farmers from Aguas 
Calientes (Toledo District). Subsistence 
farming and seasonal plantation work. 
Hunting and fishing for home 
consumption. 

 
Georgetown 
 

E16 0339200 
N18 413000 

(13.5km) 
473 Garifuna 

50% of the working population has 
farms, whilst the other 50% works on 
the banana plantations. Some hunting 
for recreation and for home 
consumption. Not thought to impact 
Cockscomb. Being reassessed. 
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TABLE 7: STAKEHOLDER COMMUNITIES OF COCKSCOMB BASIN WILDLIFE SANCTUARY 
 

 

 

The majority of communities on the coast are now focusing on tourism ς Hopkins and the 

Placencia Peninsula have both developed as tourism centers, with much of the visitation to 

Cockscomb originating from hotels and resorts in these areas. Tourism is also very important for 

Maya Centre, lying at the 

entrance to Cockscomb, 

providing employment for tour 

guides and taxi drivers, as well as 

supporting local hotels, 

restaurants and crafts. 

 

.ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ tourism industry, one of 

the fastest growing sectors in 

Belize, is rapidly becoming the 

major foreign exchange earner, 

with over 1,390,000 tourists 

arriving in Belize in 2016. 385,580 

of these were overnight visitors, the remaining approximately 1 million are day visitors through 

the cruise industry (Figure 4; BTB, 2017). Tourism is primarily natural- and cultural-resource 

based, with visitors focusing on the cayes, coastal communities and coral reef (particularly 

snorkelling, diving and sport fishing activities), and inland protected areas.  

 

Stakeholder Communities of CBWS  

Community Location (UTM) 
Distance (km) 

Population 
(approx.) 

Population 
Components 

Comments 

Trio Farm 
E16 0353000 
N18 270000 

(8km) 
899 

Central 
American 

(Guatemala, 
Honduran) 

Some farming, with large land clearance 
near CBWS boundary. Large hunting 
parties of 8+ near CBWS boundary, and 
probably within CBWS.  Illegal logging 
from within CBWS (mostly mahogany) 
using chainsaws and horses.  

Bladen Village  466 

Ketchi and 
Mopan 

Maya, and a 
growing 

immigrant 
community 

Most work in banana farm at Bladen 
and practice subsistence farming up the 
Bladen River. Hunting and fishing, within 
CBWS, both for home consumption, and 
commercially 
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Overnight tourism in Belize 

shows a distinct seasonality, 

with the majority of visitors 

arriving in the first quarter of 

the year (BTB, 2017). The 

lowest months are September 

and October, the main tropical 

storm season (Figure 5).  

 
Direct tourism expenditure in 

Belize exceeded Bz$489 

million in 2016 ς 14.1% of the 

total GDP (WTTC, 2017). When 

indirect contributions are taken 

into account from related support industries, this rises to 38.1% of the GDP. In 2016, the tourism 

industry supported over 18,500 direct jobs ς 12.6% of total employment, expanding to 34.3% of 

total employment when related support industries are taken into account (WTTC, 2017).  
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1.4 PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS 

1.4.1 CLIMATE  

 
WIND SYSTEMS 

 

Belize is affected by three very distinct seasonal weather systems: trade winds, northers and 

tropical storms. All three have an influence on the rainfall and temperature patterns. The 

predominant winds are the Trade Winds, blowing from the east and south-east from April to 

October, interspersed by tropical storms. Northers - high-pressure fronts moving down from the 

north - occur between October and April, bringing cooler weather. 

 
RAINFALL 
 
Cockscomb basin Wildlife Sanctuary receives between approximately 2,540 ς 3,048 mm of rain 

per year (Figure 6). There is a pronounced dry season stretching from January through to May, 

with only 36 mm recorded in April, the driest month. This is followed by a wetter season (June to 

October) with total rainfalls in the region of 212 to 228 mm, associated with passing tropical 

storms, particularly between October and November.  

  

     Rainfall Isohyets  

 

     40 - 60" (1016 - 1524mm)  
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TEMPERATURE 

 

The annual mean 

temperature in the CBWS 

area is 21.6°C, fluctuating 

throughout the year from a 

minimum monthly average 

of 19.5°C in January, during 

the cold fronts, and a 

maximum average in May of 

26.0°C (Figure 7). Highest 

daily temperatures of 31°C 

are recorded in April, with 

lowest night temperatures 

of 13°C in January. 

 

TROPICAL STORMS  

  

Tropical storms affect Belize every year between the beginning of June and end of November, 

with potential for landfall being particularly high in northern Belize. Originating in the Atlantic 

Ocean over warm, tropical waters, these storms are non-frontal, developing highly organized 

circulations, and ranging in scale from 

tropical depressions and tropical 

storms (with sustained wind speed < 

74 mph)  to hurricanes (with sustained 

wind speed > 74 mph). These storms 

move westward towards the 

Caribbean and Central American 

coastline, gathering strength until they 

hit land. They generally bring extreme 

weather conditions ς heavy rains, 

destructive winds.  

 

Whilst many hurricanes have very 

focused paths of destruction, their 

effects are wide ranging. This part of 

Belize has been hit by hurricanes 

between 20 and 25 time between 1851 and 2009, averaging approximately 2.25 hurricanes every 

10 years. However, in reality, hurricanes are not evenly distributed over time, and the last 25 

years have seen an increase in activity (Figure 8). Despite the protective ridges that stand between 

CBWS and the east coast, and the distance from the coastline, both CBWS and VPNM have been 

FIGURE 7: MAXIMUM, MINIMUM AND MEAN TEMPERATURE AVERAGE PER 
MONTH 

Average rainfall per month for the Cockscomb Basin Wildlife Sanctuary landscape  

(based on 30 year simulated data, www.meteoblue.com) 
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affected on an almost annual basis by tropical storms, some of these reaching hurricane strength 

(Figures 9 and 10; Table 8; ). The strong winds associated with hurricanes cause mechanical 

damage to the forest, affecting habitat quality for wildlife for months and sometimes years 

afterwards. Tropical storms and hurricanes, even tropical depressions, can bring significant 

increases in rainfall, causing extensive flooding and increased water flow in the rivers, impacting 

aquatic organisms, riparian vegetation and causing erosion of river banks.  

 
Historical records identify 18 tropical storms 

/ hurricanes that have impacted CBWS / 

VPNM between 1900 and 2016, either 

passing directly across the Protected areas, 

or coming within a 50 km radius. This includes 

9 tropical storms, 5 Category One hurricanes, 

1 Category Two, 1 Category Three, and 2 

Category Four.  

 

A number of storms passed directly through 

the protected area ς the paths of Anna (H1, 

1961) and Gilda (TS, 1954) crossed both 

/ƻŎƪǎŎƻƳōΩǎ ²Ŝǎǘ ŀƴŘ 9ŀǎǘ .ŀǎƛƴǎ ōŜŦƻǊŜ 

crossing the Maya Divide, and the path of an 

unnamed tropical storm in 1942 passed over 

the southern slopes of Victoria Peak Natural 

Monument. 

 

   

 

TABLE 8: TROPICAL STOMS PASSING WITHIN 50KM OF CBWS / VPNM (WWW.COAST.NOAA.GOV) 

Name  Cat. 
Date Passed 

<50km of CBWS 
Name  Cat. 

Date Passed <50km of 
CBWS 

Harvey TS Aug 20 2011 Abby H1 Jul 15, 1960 
Richard H1 Oct 25, 2010 Gilda TS Sep 27, 1954 
Matthew TS Sep 25, 2010 Unnamed TS Aug 3,1942 
Iris H4 Oct 9, 2001 Unnamed TS Sep 22, 1942 
Greta H3 Sep 19, 1978 Unnamed H1 Sep 28, 1941 
Fifi H2 Sep 19, 1974 Unnamed TS Oct 11, 1938 
Laura TS Nov 21, 1971 Unnamed TS June 5, 1934 
Hattie H4 Oct 31, 1961 Unnamed TS Oct 1, 1932 
Anna H1 July 24, 1961 Unnamed H1 Aug 26, 1918 

Other large storms affecting the area (>50km)  

Earl H1 Aug 4, 2016    
Iris H5 Oct 9, 2001    

FIGURE 9: HURRICANES AND TROPICAL STORM 
PATHS PASSING THROUGH OR WITHIN 50KM OF 
CBWS / VPNM (WWW.COAST.NOAA.GOV, 2017) 
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Other storms may also cause damage despite passing beyond the 50 km used to define storm 

influence. Hurricane Earl, for example, a Category 1 hurricane that passed north of Cockscomb in 

2016, caused significant tree fall. Hurricane Hattie (1961), too, caused extensive devastation to 

both the East and, to a lesser extent, the West Basin of Cockscomb and to the more southerly Trio 

Branch area. Impacts can sometimes be more from the associated rainfall, as with Hurricane Iris 

(H5, 2001), which made landfall to the south of Cockscomb. 

 

 

1.4.2 GEOLOGY 

 

Cockscomb Basin Wildlife Sanctuary lies on the eastern slopes of the Maya Mountains, which 

stretch diagonally across southern Belize. It has a varied terrain of river valleys and flood plains, 

forested lowlands, slopes, and ridge crests, providing protection for prime jaguar habitat (this 

being a keystone species and focus of the protected area).  

 

CBWS also includes some of the highest elevations in Belize. Whilst the East and West Basins have 

elevations ranging between 100 m and 800 m, with the majority of the land being below 600m, 

the surrounding mountains rise higher - the highest point of the Cockscomb Range has an 

elevation of 1,120 m (Victoria Peak - the second highest point in Belize), and Mount Copetilla, 

nearby, reaches an estimated 999 m. To the south, in the Maya Mountain extension, the terrain 

is more rugged, with deeply dissected valleys - Richardson Peak is the highest point in this region, 

at an estimated elevation of 965 m (Map 5).

FIGURE 10: FREQUENCY OF HURRICANE EVENTS PASSING WITHIN 50KM OF CBWS / VPNM (TROPICAL 
STORMS / HURRICANES; WWW.COAST.NOAA.GOV) 
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 MAP 5:  ELEVATION: COCKSCOMB BASIN WILDLIFE SANCTUARY AND VICTORIA PEAK NATURAL MONUMENT 
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The Santa Rosa Group of rocks forming these mountains are some of the oldest in Central 

America, the mostly metamorphosed rock being deposited in the Carboniferous and Permian 

Periods some 225 to 350 million years ago (Ower, 1928; Dixon, 1956; Bateson and Hall, 1977). 

Tectonic uplift In early Triassic times occurred along two major fault systems ς the Northern 

Boundary Fault to the north, and Quartz Ridge - Bladen Fault to the south, was accompanied by 

granite intrusions (Table 9). Dating of Maya Mountains rocks indicates two distinct periods of 

granite intrusions. The earliest granite, intruded in the Silurian-Devonian Periods (380 to 460 

million years ago), predates the deposition of the Santa Rosa Group, which overlays it.  The second 

intrusion is a younger granite, and occurred in the Late Triassic (220 to 230 million years ago), and 

formed outcrops in the Cockscomb Basins (Bateson and Hall, 1977). This intrusion has resulted in 

contact metamorphism of the Santa Rosa Group sediments where they occur in proximity to the 

granite. By the end of the Jurassic Period, the landmass began to subside and rift valley-type 

basins began to form. In the early Cretaceous Period these rift valleys were flooded by oceanic 

waters, with the growth of reefs, resulting in limestone being deposited over the entire Maya 

Mountains area.  

 

 
TABLE 9: TIME SCALE FORMATION OF CBWS GEOLOGY 

 

The beginning of the Tertiary Period (65 million years ago) saw renewed tectonic uplift of the 

Maya Mountains and it is this uplift that has shaped the present topography, resulting in the 

Time Scale of Formation of CBWS Geology 

Era Period 
Time Span 

(million years 
ago) 

Geological Activity 

Palaeozoic 
Era 

Permian 

225 ς 570 

Belize covered by a shallow ocean.  Sedimentary rocks of 
the Santa Rosa Group) deposited. Volcanic activity in the 
Bladen area in the south of Cockscomb (south of Trio 
Branch) 

Carboniferous 

Mesozoic 
Era 

Triassic 
Period 

190-225 

Tectonic uplifts and folding of sedimentary rocks, forming 
Maya Mountains. Granite intrusion occurs, with contact 
metamorphosis of adjacent sedimentary rocks to form 
slate and quartzite 

Jurassic 
Period 

136 ς 190  Rift valleys form with erosion of Maya Mountains  

Cretaceous 
Period  

65 ς 136  
Marine inundation by oceanic water covers the Maya 
Mountains with limestone. 

Cenozoic 
Era 

Tertiary 
Period 

2 ς 65  
Renewed uplift of Maya Mountains creating present high 
relief topography. Coastal zone sediments deposited. 
Erosion of Cretaceous limestone 

Quaternary 
Period 

0 ς 2 million 
Continued erosion of limestone sequence from Maya 
Mountains, incision of mountains by streams and rivers 
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formation of an upland plateau. This plateau dips gently to the west, and has developed through 

time by weathering and erosion to become the present day Maya Mountains.  

 
There are two main rock associations within the area ς granite and Santa Rosa Group 

ƳŜǘŀƳƻǊǇƘƻǎŜŘ ǎŜŘƛƳŜƴǘǎ όΨƳŜǘŀǎŜŘƛƳŜƴǘǎΩύΦ ¢ƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ Ŝŀǎƛƭȅ ŜǊƻŘŜŘ ƎǊanite forms the gently 

rounded low areas of Cockscomb East and West Basins, and is surrounded by the less easily 

eroded fine-grained metasediments of the Santa Rosa Group. This includes the Cockscomb Range, 

an erosion-resistant ridge of coarse-grained sandstone and quartzite (Map 6). The transition can 

be seen on the Victoria Peak trail, with exposed granite on the lower, less steep regions of the 

Cockscomb Range, whilst towards the peak, the exposed rock is quartzite and fine grained 

sandstone (Meerman and Minty, 2001). 
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MAP 6:  GEOLOGY OF THE MAYA MOUNTAINS MASSIF 
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Since the uplift in the Tertiary Period, much of the Cretaceous limestone, underlying sediments, 

and the granite (and porphyry in the Trio Branch area) have been eroded from the eastern slopes 

of the Maya Mountains, and the bedrock has been deeply incised by streams. However, remnants 

of the Cretaceous limestone that once blanketed the Maya Mountains can still be seen in one 

small area within the Sanctuary, in the southeastern corner, south of Trio Branch. 

 

 
1.4.3 SOILS 

 
Two major soil and land use studies have taken place in Belize ς the first a comprehensive study 

of the whole country (Wright et. al., 1959), looking at soils and associated vegetation assemblages 

in great detail. The second is a more recent study based on the initial Wright study, but using 

satellite imagery to update the original report (King et. al., 1989). Under this system, four Land 

Regions and nine Land Systems are recognized within Cockscomb (Table 10, Map 7).  

 
There are very defined boundaries between Land 

Regions in CBWS, as seen in the southern Maya 

Mountain Extension, with the steep terrain of the 

Maya Mountain Land Region giving way abruptly to 

the coastal plain and its associated Land Regions. 

Within Land Regions, Land System classify soil types - 

their boundaries are slightly less well defined, but still 

sufficiently clear to allow classification.  

 
Soils of Cockscomb Basin Wildlife Sanctuary are 
derived from three sources, dependent on the 
geology of the parent rock: 
 

Á Granite 
Á Santa Rosa Metasediments 
Á Limestone 

 
The majority of soils within Cockscomb (over 90% of the area) are formed from the first two, non-

calcareous rocks (granite and metasediments), the granite forming the lower rolling hills of the 

East and West Basins, whilst the more resistant Santa Rosa Metasediments form the mountainous 

scenery of the surrounding peaks ς the Cockscomb Range, the Maya Divide, and the rugged 

terrain of the Maya Mountain extension. In the Maya Mountains extension to the south, south of 

Trio Branch, the southern karst limestone mass of the Bladen area extends into CBWS, overlying 

a volcanic porphyritic rock, and influencing soil characteristics in this area. 

 
 

 

 

 
Land Regions are broad-scale divisions 
of the landscape into different units 
based primarily on topography.  
 
Land Systems classify soil types within 
Land Regions. and are more heavily 
influenced by the geology and 
topography of the area, with the 
parent bedrock and steepness of the 
terrain playing an important part in 
soil characteristics.  
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The soils themselves are can be divided into four different categories, covering the majority of the 

soils present within the protected area: 

 
Á Soils of the Maya Mountains 
Á Soils influenced by calcareous rocks 
Á Soils of the western Chiquibul  
Á Alluvial Soils  

 
They are classified into suites and sub-suites according to their individual characteristics (Tables 

10 and 11), defined according to the parent rock, whereas subsuites are classified according to 

morphological characteristics. While a single Land System may contain a single soil suite, there 

may be a combination of soil sub-suites within that suite, within a single area.  

 

 

 
MAP 7: LAND SYSTEMS WITHIN COCKSCOMB 
BASIN WILDLIFE SANCTUARY  
(AFTER KING ET. AL. 1989) 

 

Key to Land Systems of Cockscomb Basin 
 

Eastern Foothills: Stopper Plain with Hills (Undulating) 

 
 

Eastern Foothills: Stopper Plain with Hills (Rolling)  

 

Eastern Foothills: Ossory Plain with Hills 

 

Maya Mountains: Richardson Peak Mountains (Metasedimentary) 
 

Maya Mountains: Richardson Peak Mountains (Granite) 

 

Maya Mountains: Palmasito Plateau 
 

Maya Mountains: Maya Mountain Floodplain 
 

Maya Mountains: Chiquibul Valleys 
 

Toledo Foothills: Xpicilha Hills 
 

Northern Coastal Plain: Governor Plain 
 

Northern Coastal Plain: Toledo Floodplains 
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TABLE 10: LAND REGIONS AND LAND SYSTEMS AND SOIL TYPES OF CBWS 

LAND REGIONS, LAND SYSTEMS AND SOIL TYPES OF COCKSCOMB BASIN WILDLIFE SANCTUARY 

Land Region Land System  

Soil Type 

Suite:  
Sub-suite 

Characteristics Location within Cockscomb 

Eastern Foothills 
Land Region 

Stopper Plain with 
Hills 

Stopper: 
Canada Hill 

Granite. Undulating Plain (1-5°) and 
Rolling Plain (5-25 °).  Land with less 
than a 25° angle, overlying granite, 
between 20 and 320 m altitude. Semi-
evergreen seasonal broadleaf forest and 
transitional broadleaf forest. Deep soil ς 
ǳǇ ǘƻ сΩ ŘŜŜǇ 

Present in the central drainage areas of South Stann Creek 
and Swasey Branch, adjacent to the lower lying Maya 
Mountain Floodplain, following the course of the river and 
the larger tributaries (such as Cockscomb Branch, Juan 
.ǊŀƴŎƘ ŀƴŘ aŀǊŜΩǎ bŜǎǘ .ǊŀƴŎƘύΦ bƻǘ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ aŀȅŀ 
Mountain Extension 
 

Ossory Plain with 
Hill System 

Ossory: 
Pippen + Dancing 
Pool + Curassow 

Santa Rosa Metasediments. Gently 
sloping footslopes. Land with less than a 
25° angle of slope, in the footslopes of 
the Maya Mountains. Between 40 and 
200 m altitude 

Three small, localized areas ς the first east of Quam Bank, 
on either side of the Access Road, as far as Cabbage Haul 
Gap. The second in the north east corner of CBWS. It also 
occurs in a very small location within the Juan Branch area. 
 

Maya 
Mountains Land 
Region 

Richardson Peak 
Mountains Land 
System 

Ossory: 
Cabbage 
Haul>Curassow 

Santa Rosa Metasediments. The steep 
mountainous slopes of the Maya 
Mountains ς slopes over 25° angle 
between 80 and 1,120 m altitude, 
overlying Santa Rosa Group 
metasediment rocks, producing shallow 
soils. Vegetation is semi-evergreen 
seasonal broadleaf and transitional 
broadleaf forest, shrubland and pine at 
higher altitudes  

Found on the steep slopes surrounding the lower, central 
drainage basins of South Stann Creek and Swasey Branch, 
and throughout the Maya Mountain Extension 

Richardson Peak 
Mountains Land 
System 

Stopper: 
Powder Hill + 
Mayflower 

Granite. Mountain slopes overlying 
granite 

Found on the lower slopes of the central drainage basins of 
South Stann Creek and Swasey Branch 
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TABLE 10: LAND REGIONS AND LAND SYSTEMS AND SOIL TYPES OF CBWS 

LAND REGIONS, LAND SYSTEMS AND SOIL TYPES OF COCKSCOMB BASIN WILDLIFE SANCTUARY 

Land Region Land System  

Soil Type 

Suite:  
Sub-suite 

Characteristics Location within Cockscomb 

Maya 
Mountains Land 
Region 

Palmasito Plateau 

Chiquibul:  
Chiquibul 

Santa Rosa Metasediments. Steep slopes. A 
high-level land system that caps the 
Richardson Peak Mountain System on the 
steeper slopes. Wright et. al. also recognize 
the sub-suite Copetilla, a very shallow, 
infertile stony sandy clay loam of upland 
areas, derived from Maya quartzite and 
sandstone 

 
Found within the Maya Mountain extension to the 
northwest, adjacent to the Maya Mountain Divide, 
and to the border between Stann Creek and Toledo 
Districts. Copetilla subsuite is found on the higher 
peaks ς Mount Copetilla, Victoria Peak and associated 
mountains, and Outlier 

Chiquibul:  
Chiquibul 

Santa Rosa Metasediments. Plateau. A high-
level land system derived from Maya shale 
that caps the Richardson Peak Mountain 
System on higher plateau areas. Found in 
areas likely to have Chiquibul suite soils 

Found in the plateau area to the west of Richardson 
Peak, in the south west of CBWS, adjacent to an 
eastward protrusion of the Chiquibul plateau into the 
eastern Maya Mountains. Also located just south of 
the boundary between the original Cockscomb Basin 
Forest Reserve and the Maya Mountain Extension. 
There is also a small intrusion from the east in the 
Maya Mountain Extension 

Maya Mountain 
Floodplains 

Melinda: 
Canquin + Old Bank 

Alluvium. Dissected Terrace: A floodplain 
terrace found 8 to 30 m above the river, of 
fine sandy, silty loam. It is fragmented 
όΨŘƛǎǎŜŎǘŜŘΩύ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŀƴŘŜǊƛƴƎ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ 
of the river, which carves new paths over 
time within the limited width of the 
floodplain 

Only found immediately adjacent to the larger rivers 
and creeks of the Swasey and South Stann Creek. This 
is the floodplain, consisting of alluvial materials 

Chiquibul Valleys 
Chiquibul: 
Chiquibul 

Metasediments. Small areas of high plateau 
of deeply weathered metasedimentary rock 

Located on the western border of the Maya Mountain 
Extension, extending the western Chiquibul 
characteristics into the eastern Maya Mountains 
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TABLE 10: LAND REGIONS AND LAND SYSTEMS AND SOIL TYPES OF CBWS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

LAND REGIONS, LAND SYSTEMS AND SOIL TYPES OF COCKSCOMB BASIN WILDLIFE SANCTUARY 

Land Region Land System  
Soil Type 
Suite:  
Sub-suite 

Characteristics Location within Cockscomb 

Toledo Foothills 
Land Region 

Xpicilha Hills 
Chacalte: 
Cabro 

Hillslopes, Karst: Skeletal soils formed on 
rugged limestone topography 

The only area to show karst characteristics within 
/.²{ όƛƴ YƛƴƎΩǎ ƳŀǇǇƛƴƎύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƻŎŎǳǊǎ ƛƴ ŀ ƭƻŎŀƭƛȊŜŘ 
area to the south east of the Maya Mountain 
Extension, between Bladen Branch, in its floodplain, 
and the slopes of the upland area 

Northern 
Coastal Plain 
Land Region 

Toledo Floodplain 
Melinda: 
Monkey River 

Alluvium: A regularly flooded alluvial 
floodplain adjacent to the middle reaches of 
the main river systems within the protected 
area. A fine sandy silty loam. 

Once Richardson Creek leaves the mountains and 
joins Bladen Branch to flow eastwards, the soils show 
the alluvial characteristics of the Toledo floodplain. 

Governor Plain 
Stopper: 
Governor 

Alluvium: Old deposits from the limestone 
and prophyritic rocks drained by Richardson 
Creek. Represents a former alluvial fan from 
geological times when sea levels were higher 
and the coastal plain was flooded. The 
calcium content of the soils has leached out, 
leaving it mildly acidic  

Located to the east of the confluence of Richardson 
Creek and Bladen Branch, towards the southern 
boundary of the Maya Mountain Extension, adjacent 
to the Bladen Branch floodplain.  
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SOIL SUITES AND SUB-SUITES OF COCKSCOMB BASIN WILDLIFE SANCTUARY 

Soil Suite Characteristics Sub-suite Characteristics Land Region/System 

Stopper Non-alluvial sedentary and 
hill wash soils derived from 
granite and related rocks. 
Have high concentrations of 
muscovite flakes. Soils are 
prone to erosion once the 
protective forest cover is 
removed 

Powder Hill 

Shallow (>60 cm depth), grey, sandy soils derived from 
granite, on actively eroding slopes occurring on steep 
Ƴƻǳƴǘŀƛƴ ǎƭƻǇŜǎΣ ǿƛǘƘ ΨƘƛƎƘ ŎƻƘǳƴŜ ǊƛŘƎŜΩ forest (semi-
deciduous broadleaf forest). Leaching tends to be only 
moderate, as the soils are young, and nutrients being 
replenished from the bedrock 

 
Maya Mountain Land System 
Richardson Peak Mountain 
System (Granite Hills) 

Mayflower 
Moderately deep (<60 cm depth), pale colored sedentary 
soils derived from granite. Well drained, but nutrient poor 

Maya Mountain Land Region  
Richardson Peak Mountain 
System (Granite Hills) 

Canada Hill 

Deeply weathered and intensely leached granitic soils 
with high iron content, occurring generally on stable sites 
with gradients less than 20 degrees. High levels of 
haematite are found towards the soil surface, giving the 
soils an intense red color. High quartz content leads to 
problem of erosion 

 
Eastern Foothills Land Region 
Stopper Plain with Hills 

Governer 
Red granitic soils found on gently sloping foothills with a 
distinctive fragipan layer, which inhibits root penetration 

Northern Coastal Plain Land 
Region 
Governer Plain 

Ossory Sedentary and hillwash soils 
derived from Santa Rosa 
metasediments, quartzites 
and sandstones, which are 
all fairly resistant to 
weathering, therefore 
forming rugged 
mountainous terrain. These 
soils are less erodable than 
granitic soils, having a lower  
content of anugular quartz 
grit. 

Cabbage 
Haul 

Shallow, stony soils occurring on the steeper slopes of 
Richardson Peak Mountains Land System. This is a wide-
ranging soil suite. As seen in the Cabbage Haul area, the 
thin soil supports a semi-deciduous broadleaf forest that 
is prone to drought and fire. When fires are frequent, the 
forest degenerates into a scrub dominated by the fern 
Dicranopteris pectinata. Regenerating forest on this soil 
has a tendency towards an increase in proportionally 
higher concentrations of pine. These soils are limited by 
the steep slope, drought and nutrient deficiency 

 
Maya Mountain Land Region 
Richardson Peak Mountain Land 
System (Metasedimentary) 

TABLE 11: SOIL SUITES AND SUB-SUITES OF CBWS 
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SOIL SUITES AND SUB-SUITES OF COCKSCOMB BASIN WILDLIFE SANCTUARY 

Soil Suite Characteristics Sub-suite Characteristics Land Region/System 

Ossory Sedentary and hillwash soils 
derived from Santa Rosa 
metasediments, quartzites and 
sandstones, which are all fairly 
resistant to weathering, 
mountainous terrain. These 
soils are less erodable than 
granitic soils, having a lower  
content of anugular quartz 
grit.. 

Curassow 

Formed where bedrock is of shale, the loam is clay in 
nature, with the dark topsoil grading into a yellow ς 
yellowish red clay upper subsoil. Erosion can be a 
problem in steep terrain. Areas with quartzite bedrock 
have resulted in shallower, sandy loams, and are not 
very fertile, unless enriched by colluvial or alluvial 
deposits. They tend to be leached, acidic, and low in 
iron content 

 
Eastern Foothills Land Region 
Ossory Plain with Hills System 
Maya Mountain Land Region 
Richardson Peak Mountain Land 
System (Metasedimentary) 
 

Pippen 

Moderately deep coarse and medium textured 
residual and hillwash soils. Low clay content, nutrient 
absorption capacity and free drainage can lead to 
heavy leaching, which is combined with low nutrient 
content. They are capable of higher available water 
content than some other soils within the area 

 
Eastern Foothills Land Region 
Ossory Plain with Hills System 

Dancing Pool 

Found in isolated pockets within the valleys of the 
Richardson Peak Mountain System, and developed 
from deep, recent hillwash. Soils are immature, and 
reasonably permeable 

Eastern Foothills Land Region 
Ossory Plain with Hills System 

Melinda  
Includes alluvial soils 
developed recently (current 
floodplains) or subrecently 
(higher terraces from former 
floodplains). The older the soil, 
the greater the leaching. The 
main source of alluvium are 
the granites and Santa Rosa 
metasediments, proportions of 
each being dependent on the 
geology of the drainage area 

Monkey River 

 
Young, mixed siliceous alluvium, in areas subject to 
annual flooding. Tall riparian forest subject to 
disturbance from flash floods in some places. 
Relatively high fertility, permeability, good drainage 
and good rooting depth. Problem of flooding 

 
Northern Coastal Plain Land 
Region 
Toledo Floodplain 

Canquin 

Old mixed silicaceous alluvium occurring on upper flat 
terraces of steep sided valleys. Soils are silty loams 
and silty clay loams, and tend to be weathered and 
leached, with a reddish colour due to presence of 
liberated iron sesquioxides. Good drainage, few stones 
or rocks, high water holding capacity and moderate 
nutrient levels 

 
Maya Mountain Land Region 
Maya Mountain Floodplains 
(Dissected Terrace) 

TABLE 11: SOIL SUITES AND SUB-SUITES OF CBWS 
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SOIL SUITES AND SUB-SUITES OF COCKSCOMB BASIN WILDLIFE SANCTUARY 

Soil Suite Characteristics Sub-suite Characteristics Land Region/System 

Melinda Includes alluvial soils 
developed recently (current 
floodplains) or subrecently 
(higher terraces from former 
floodplains). The older the soil, 
the greater the leaching. The 
main source of alluvium are 
the granites and Santa Rosa 
metasediments, proportions of 
each being dependent on the 
geology of the drainage area 

Old Bank 

Old mixed silicaceous alluvium occurring on upper flat 
terraces of steep sided valleys (as for the Canquin 
subsuite). It differs in the texture of the subsoil ς Old 
Bank has hardened soil horizons (fragipans) not 
present within the Canquin subsuit, which can impede 
root penetration, so forest structure tends to be 
slightly stunted 

 
Maya Mountain Land Region 
Maya Mountain Floodplains 
(Dissected Terrace) 

Chiquibul   Low to moderate fertility  

Palmasito   Formed on hillslopes ς very susceptible to erosion  

Chacalte Residual and hillwash soils 
formed on limestone, with 
vegetation associations 
favoring lime-loving species 

Cabro 

A shallow, stony soil found on the steep slopes of karst 
landscapes, with many surface boulders and 
protruding limestone outcrops. In CBWS, found in the 
south east corner, south of Trio Branch  

 
Toledo Foothills  
Xipicilha Hills (Hills and Karst) 

 
TABLE 11: SOIL SUITES AND SUB-SUITES OF CBWS 



  
 

 

 

1.4.4 WATERSHEDS 

 
The protected area encompasses two major upper watersheds - the South Stann Creek and parts 

of Monkey River, with four distinct drainage areas: Cockscomb East Basin, West Basin, Trio Branch 

and Richardson Creek (Figure 11). Each is composed of many streams and creeks, flowing into the 

central area of each respective drainage basin ς to then flow eastwards over the coastal plain, 

and onward into the Caribbean Sea. There is also a single tributary of the Sittee River (Mitchell 

Creek), which flows northward out of Cockscomb 

 

Cockscomb East Basin drains into 

South Stann Creek River, and is 

bordered to the north by a low lateral 

ridge offshoot of the Cockscomb 

range. This Basin is relatively flat, with 

75% of the area lying below 200 m 

(Kamstra, 1987), and is divided from 

the West Basin by a low ridge rising to 

less than 400 m (Figure 11). The upper 

tributaries of the South Stann Creek 

are normally shaded by the forest 

canopy. These lie on a clay or bedrock 

substrate, in steeper terrain, and are 

characterized by a fast flow, with 

waterfalls and small pools, as 

ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ .ŜƴΩǎ .ƭǳŦŦ 

stream (Kamstra, 1987). 

 

Moving to the middle reaches, the 

river is shallow and relatively slow 

flowing, with a sand / fine gravel 

base, and deeper pools in some 

ǇƭŀŎŜǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ {ƴƻƻƪΩǎ 9ŘŘȅΣ 

contrasting with shallow rapids in the 

steeper terrain.  

 

The creek meanders through the relatively flat, low-lying East Basin, thought in part to be a 

depositional flood plain, with the stream course varying at times to create oxbow lakes. This creek 

and its tributaries (Juan, Mexican, East Cockscomb and Sittee Branches) are all wide enough to 

allow the watercourse to be fully exposed to the sun.  

 

Two parts of the upper South Stann Creek watershed lie outside the present protection of 

Cockscomb. The first is to the east, where the Cabbage Haul Ridge and South Stann Ridge form 

DRAINAGE 

BASIN 

RIVER 

East Basin South Stann Creek 

West Basin Swasey River then Monkey River 

Trio Branch Trio Branch, then ultimately Monkey 

River 

Richardson 

Creek 

Richardson Creek, then ultimately 

Monkey River 

FIGURE 11: THE FOUR MAJOR DRAINAGE AREAS THAT 
FORM THE BASIC TOPOGRAPHY OF THE CBWS 
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Trio 
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East  
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the southeast wall of the eastern portion of 

CBWS. Originally, this drainage area was 

included within the Cockscomb Basin Forest 

Reserve boundaries, but successive 

amendments to the SI now leave these hills 

outside Cockscomb, and therefore with the 

watershed not fully protected. Following failed 

attempts at one point to establish mining 

operations within the area, it was realized that 

full protection of the upper watershed area, one 

of the main goals of Cockscomb, cannot be 

achieved without the inclusion of this important area. 

 

The second is to the north, flowing from the northern slopes of the Cockscomb Range and draining 

eastwards as Sittee Branch, until finally joining South Stann Creek. The majority of this watershed 

branch is protected at present within the Sittee River Forest Reserve, but it does pass briefly 

through unprotected land before entering CBWS. However, the rugged terrain is thought 

sufficient to deter development within this area ς agricultural or otherwise. 

 

South Stann Creek exits East Basin through the South Stann Gap in the Snook Eddy area, a valley 

that separates the Cabbage Haul Ridge from the South Stann Creek Ridge. 

 

Cockscomb West Basin drains into the Swasey 

River, a tributary of the Monkey River, and has 

a more irregular topography than the more 

accessible East Basin, with 80% lying above 200 

m. It is bordered to the west by the main ridge 

of the Maya Mountain block, the Maya Divide, 

the ridgeline acting as the western boundary of 

the protected area, separating it from the 

adjacent Chiquibul National Park. This Basin is 

delineated to the north by the higher and more 

rugged mountainous wall of the Cockscomb Range, including Victoria Peak. 

 

Swasey Branch flows faster and with greater volume of water than South Stann Creek, the West 

Basin catchment area being larger than the East and, with a more rugged topography, as well as 

possibly receiving more rainfall (Kamstra, 1987). Five major tributaries drain into Swasey Branch 

ς ²Ŝǎǘ /ƻŎƪǎŎƻƳōΣ ±ƛŎǘƻǊƛŀΣ aƛŘŘƭŜΣ aŀǊŜΩǎ bŜǎǘΣ ŀƴŘ [ŜŦǘ IŀƴŘ .ǊŀƴŎƘŜǎΦ 

 

The steep slopes lead to a typically dendritic drainage patterns, with numerous small, fast flowing 

streams draining the hill slopes of the Cockscomb Range to the north, the Maya Divide to the 

west, as well as the north facing slopes of the mountainous Maya Mountain extension and the 

SOUTH STANN CREEK 
WATERSHED 

COCKSCOMB WEST BASIN 
WATERSHED 



  
 

 

 

east slopes of the hills that divide West Basin from East Basin. The whole area is surrounded by 

ridges, except for at the one exit - a 300 m deep gorge through which the Swasey Branch runs 

southwards, before joining up with the Monkey River and flowing east to the coast. 

 

Trio Branch Upper Watershed is the third of 

the four upper watershed areas within CBWS, 

and flows through the southern extension 

annexed in 1997 from the Maya Mountain 

Forest Reserve.  As with the Swasey River of 

West Basin, this is also an upper drainage area 

of the Monkey River, and drains ultimately into 

Monkey River via the Bladen Branch. It flows 

along the fault between the Santa Rosa 

basement shales and quartzite to the north and the limestone and porphyrite geology to the 

south. 

 

This extension area is separated from West Basin by a lateral ridge to the north, and backs onto 

the Maya Divide to the west. It has a very rugged terrain, with steep sided valleys and fast-flowing 

streams. A wide ridge system runs west-east from the Divide, separating this watershed from that 

of Richardson Creek.  

 

 (map 15). (see Section 2.2.3: Geology). 

 

Richardson Creek Upper Watershed is partly 

contained within the Sanctuary, and drains the 

southernmost portion of the protected area in 

the Maya Mountain Extension. In the upper 

reaches, the fast moving streams that flow off 

steep terrain, carving deep valleys through the 

landscape They join to form a single creek that 

flows into Bladen Branch and ultimately into 

Monkey River. Richardson Creek forms the 

southern-most boundary of CBWS, where it 

meets Bladen Nature Reserve, with both slopes of the valley protected within the National 

Protected Areas System. On entering Bladen Branch, however, the topography changes to that of 

a lower river valley, with a large alluvial floodplain in the Solomon Camp area. Here, the river 

course meanders eastwards before leaving Cockscomb and entering the coastal plain. To the west 

of this drainage area lies a large plateau at approximately 800 to 860 m, with Richardson Peak 

rising to 965 m from its south eastern corner. 

 

TRIO BRANCH UPPER 
WATERSHED 

RICHARD CREEK UPPER 
WATERSHED 



  
 

 

 

To the north of these four upper watersheds, the protected area touches on another watershed 

area - the Victoria Peak Natural Monument protecting the headwaters of several creeks that drain 

into the Sittee River system. 

 

 

 

 
 
JUAN BRANCH,  SOUTH STANN CREEK WATERSHED



  
 

 

 

MAP 8: WATERSHEDS OF CBWS / VPNM 

 

 
 



  
 

 

 

 

 

MAP 9: DRAINAGE AREAS OF CBWS / 
VPNM 

Trio Branch 

Swasey 

South Stann 
Creek 

Richardson 
Creek 

WATERSHED STATISTICS 

SOUTH STANN CREEK MONKEY RIVER 

Description: Tributaries within Cockscomb East Basin 
include Juan Branch and Mexican Branch, which join 
with Sittee Branch to form South Stann Creek. This 
then flows into the sea north of Riversdale. This 
catchment area also includes Mitchell Creek, which 
drains the north slopes of Victoria Peak range into 
Sittee Branch. 

Description: ²ƛǘƘƛƴ /ƻŎƪǎŎƻƳō ²Ŝǎǘ .ŀǎƛƴΣ aŀǊŜΩǎ bŜǎǘ .ǊŀƴŎƘ 
and Curassow Creek join to form Swasey Branch, which then 
flows out of the protected area. Trio Branch drains the Maya 
Mountain extension, flowing outside the protected area into 
Bladen Branch, and from there into the Monkey River, where the 
Swasey Branch joins it. Cockscomb also protects the north bank 
of Richardson Creek, the southern bank being within Bladen. 

Total Estimated area of South Stann Creek watershed:  
Approximately 299km2 

Total Estimated area of Monkey River Watershed: 
Approximately 1761km2 

Estimated area of South Stann Creek upper watershed 
within Cockscomb: Approximately 160km2 

Estimated area of Monkey River upper watershed within 
Cockscomb: Approximately 348km2 

Estimated % of watershed protected by Cockscomb: 
Approximately 53.5% 

Estimated % of watershed protected by Cockscomb: 
Approximately 20% 

Comprised of:  
Swasey Branch: Approximately 208km2 within CBWS  
Trio Branch: Approximately 98km² within CBWS  
Richardson Creek: Approximately 42km² within CBWS 

Communities/Industries serviced by Watershed area: 
Mayan King banana industry 
Shrimp farms 
 

Communities/Industries serviced by Watershed area: 
San Juan 
Trio Village 
Monkey River 
Bladen Village 

 

Swasey 
Branch 

Trio Branch 




















































































































































































































































































































