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Introduction 
 

 

Background and Context 
 

Laughing Bird Caye National Park is one of four 

marine protected areas that, with the 

surrounding seascape, form the Southern 

Belize Reef Complex, a system-level planning 

and management unit. Three of these 

protected areas are managed by the Southern 

Environmental Association (SEA), in 

partnership with the Government of Belize. 

The National Park was established in 1991 (SI 

167), under the National Parks System Act 

(1981), and later extended to include the entire 

faro (SI 94 of 1996), in recognition of the 

unique nature and exceptional integrity of the 

Laughing Bird faro, its national, regional and 

international importance, and its value as a 

local recreational area. Laughing Bird Caye 

National Park covers 10,119 acres 

(approximately 4,095 hectares), and is located 

on the shallow reef platform of the Atlantic 

coast of Mesoamerica, in lagoonal waters 

sheltered by the longest barrier reef in the 

Western Hemisphere, the Mesoamerican reef 

system.  

This reef system stretches approximately 

1,000km from the Yucatan to the Bay Islands in 

Honduras. The Belize Barrier Reef is the largest component of this Mesoamerican Reef System, 

and possibly the least impacted reef complex in the AtlanticςCaribbean area (UNESCO, 1996). 

The Mesoamerican Reef has been identified as one of 233 ecoregions with biodiversity and 

representational values considered outstanding on a global scale, and has been recommended 

several times as a priority area for conservation (Olson & Dinerstein, 1998; Roberts, 2001, 

Kramer and Kramer, 2002).  Belize, a country with a low population and relatively low rate of 

coastal development, is recognized for having some of the least impacted reef areas in the 

region, and the highest diversity of fish species (ReefBase, 2006).  

SITE INFORMATION 
 
Size: 10,119 acres (4,095 ha) 
Statutory Instrument: SI 94 of 1996 

Original SI: SI 167 of 1991 
IUCN Category: II 
Management Authority: Forest Department 
Co-management Partner:  
        Southern Environmental Association (SEA) 
Contact: E-mail: info@seabelize.org 
         Web site: www.seabelize.org 

Location: Laughing Bird 
Caye National Park lies 11 
miles offshore, to the east-
south-east of Placencia.  
Uses: Non-extractive ς 
tourism, education and 
research. 
Management Plan: In prep. 
(2010) 

Biodiversity information: SEA, Conservation 
International (MMAS), Lisa Carne (resilient 
corals / restoration) and various independent 
researchers. 
Facilities (2009):  Rangers station, visitor 
centre, picnic tables, barbecue pit, bathroom 
facilities. 
Tourism Visitation (2009): 9,008 
On-site Staff (2009): 1 head ranger, 2 rangers, 
supported by the SEA central office staff in 
Placencia 
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Laughing Bird Caye National Park (LBCNP) itself has been designated as one of seven 

components of the Belize Barrier Reef System - World Heritage Site, in recognition of the 

ǳƴƛǉǳŜƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ .ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ ǊŜŜŦ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ. It was designated άto protect the unique 

biodiversity associated with the Laughing Bird Caye faro, and to manage, protect and promote 

the sustainable use of Laughing Bird Caye National Park for the benefit of present and future 

generationsέ (Friends of Laughing Bird Caye / TIDE (2000)). This is achieved through a series of 

five objectives: 

 

1. Protect and maintain the natural and scenic values of Laughing Bird Caye National 

Park 

 

2. Provide environmentally sustainable, well managed recreational opportunities for 

local, national and international visitors  

 

3. Increase awareness of the marine ecosystems and conservation benefits of Laughing 

Bird Caye National Park, to promote a supportive environment for effective 

management 

  

4. Act as a model of co-management, as part of the World Heritage Site, and within the 

framework of the system level management of the Southern Belize Reef Complex  

 

5. Provide opportunities for economic benefit for local stakeholder communities 

 

In keeping with its designation as a National Park, LBCNP is a completely no-take area and is 

recognized for supporting extraordinarily high biological diversity. The park provides nursery and 

feeding habitats for at least twenty three species of international concern, recognized under the 

IUCN Redlist as Critically Endangered, Endangered or Vulnerable (IUCN, 2010), including five 

species of coral, three species of turtle, fifteen species of fish and the vulnerable West Indian 

manatee. The faro itself is home to a wide variety of unique habitats, and hosts a number of 

endemic species.  Laughing Bird Caye has also historically provided nesting sites for hawksbill 

and green turtles, critical to the survival of these species within the region. Historically, the 

National Park also supported a nesting colony of laughing gulls, after which the caye and 

National Park were named. 

 

The National Park designation is considered to be equivalent to Category II: A protected area 

managed primarily for ecosystem protection and recreation (NPAPSP, 2005; IUCN, 1994). 
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Purpose and Scope of Plan 
 

Laughing Bird Caye National Park is one of three protected areas managed by SEA, and a 

component of the Southern Belize Reef Complex. This five year management plan has been 

developed to provide guidance to the Southern Environmental Association and Forest 

Department, the co-management partners, towards effective management of Laughing Bird 

Caye National Park.  

Laughing Bird Caye National Park was designated as a National Park, under the National Park 

Systems Act of 1981, Chapter 215, Laws of Belize, Revised Edition 2000), for:  

άΦΦΦΦthe protection and preservation of natural and scenic values of national significance 

for the benefit and enjoyment of the geneǊŀƭ ǇǳōƭƛŎέ 

These objectives, along with designation as part of both .ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ ²ƻǊƭŘ IŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ {ƛǘŜ όмффсύ and 

the Southern Belize Reef Complex system-level planning initiative, bring certain criteria to be 

taken into consideration during the development of the management plan. 

Since the development of the first management plan in 2000 (Friends of Laughing Bird 

Caye/TIDE, 2000), the uses of the protected area and the status of the resources have changed, 

and the knowledge base has improved substantially from the interim years of research and data 

collection. The management regime has changed from a volunteer effort under Friends of 

Laughing Bird Caye to the more formal Non-Governmental Organization (NGO) Friends of 

Nature (FoN), and most recently, through a merger of FoN and Toledo Association for 

Sustainable Tourism and Empowerment (TASTE) to form a new NGO - the Southern 

Environmental Association (SEA).    

The programmes in this Management Plan address the current status of the National Park, and 

reflect the more participatory approach to management being adopted in Belize today.  It 

includes general information on the physical and biological attributes of the reserve, documents 

the current uses and management problems, defines the goals and objectives of the National 

Park, summarises conservation planning outputs, outlines specific management programmes 

(including zoning), sets in place the means for measuring management effectiveness, and 

recommends an implementation schedule.   

In line with the National Protected Areas Policy and System Plan, this Management Plan has 

been prepared with the input of the various stakeholders of the protected area through 

meetings with SEA staff, a series of workshops with key stakeholder components, and interviews 

with a wide variety of individuals, including fishermen, the tourism sector, management staff 

and researchers, and seeks to conserve the resources of the reserve while allowing economic 

benefit through tourism. The management programmes are based on the best available data 

and scientific knowledge, with the integration of conservation planning strategies, and fit within 
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the scope of the current zoning scheme and regulations that govern the protected area, except 

where recommended management regimes are highlighted for review.     

 

This management plan is designed provide a framework for both broad management activities 

and more specific research and monitoring activities over the next five years. It is recommended 

that detailed operational plans be developed on an annual basis by the Southern Environmental 

Association, based on this framework provided by this management plan, with an annual review 

of implementation success, allowing for adaptive management over this time frame. 
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1. Current Status 
 

 

1.1 Location 

    

Laughing Bird Caye National Park, part of the larger Southern Belize Reef Complex system-level 

planning unit, lies in the general area of UTM 384 549 N, 1859 762 W (мсɕнсΦрфΩbΤ ууɕммΦурΩ²), 

12 miles (19.3 km) east of Placencia, in the Stann Creek District (Map 1), and is one of seven 

marine protected areas which, combined, were inscribed as the Belize Barrier Reef Reserve 

System - World Heritage Site in 1996.  

 

The protected area has developed around Laughing Bird Caye, a 1.4 acre long and narrow sand 

and shingle caye (1,400 feet long and between 20 and 120 feet in width (427m long and 

between 6.1m and 36.6m wide), that sits on an elongated ridge of the most southerly of .ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ 

coral faro formations. The Laughing Bird Faro rises out of deep water, with the Victoria Channel 

to the east and the inner lagoon to the west, and encloses a central lagoon area. Laughing Bird 

Caye National Park - the caye itself along with the immediate waters - was originally declared a 

protected area in 1991 under the National Parks System Act (SI 167 of 1991), to provide 

protection from increasing tourism impacts.  

The National Park was later expanded to an area of 10,119 acres (approximate 41 square 

kilometres), to include the adjacent faro (SI 94 of 1994; Annex 1), in response to requests from 

conservationists and tour operators, who recognized the need for greater regulation if the 

qualities of the area were to be maintained.  Laughing Bird /ŀȅŜΩǎ beauty, proximity to Placencia 

Village and sheltered waters have made it a popular tourist destination for over 20 years.  

Access to the National Park is by sea, with increasing tourism visitation from coastal 

communities on mainland Belize. Boats originate primarily from Placencia ς traditionally a 

fishing village that now also functions as a significant centre for tourism and coastal 

development. Smaller cruise ships also use the waters near Placencia during the tourist season, 

taking advantage of the deep Victoria Channel and have used Laughing Bird Caye in the past.  



Laughing Bird Caye National Park ï Management Plan,  

2011 - 2016   

Wildtracks, 2010    11 

There are no permanent settlements within the National 

Park, but a number of communities exist on the mainland to 

the west of Laughing Bird Caye. The closest of these is 

Placencia.  Other stakeholder communities include Big Creek, 

Mango Creek/Independence, Seine Bight and Maya Beach / 

Riversdale, lying on the southern coastal plain.  

The caye is divided into two zones. The first is the 

Recreational Zone, including the visitor infrastructure 

(barbeque pits, a palapa and picnic tables, and toilet block), 

and a rangers station, established in 2001 to provide more 

comprehensive enforcement of the rules and regulations.  

Facilities of Laughing Bird Caye National Park Recreational Zone ς wŀƴƎŜǊΩǎ {ǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ±ƛǎƛǘƻǊ 

Palapa 
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Laughing Bird Caye National Park: General Location 

Map 1: Laughing Bird Caye National Park: General Location 
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The second zone is ŀ Ψƴƻ-ŜƴǘǊȅΩ tǊŜǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ½one that 

encompasses the naturally vegetated northern tip of the 

caye. Access is restricted to reduce disturbance to the bird 

and marine life.  

Signs direct visitors to specific snorkelling areas to minimise 

impacts to shallow corals. Snorkelers and divers often use the 

areas around the caye, and Miss Pamela, a retired tugboat 

lying in 90 feet of water, was sunk to provide an artificial 

wreck site in March 2003, to create a new dive site. 

 

1.2 Regional Context 
 

Laughing Bird Caye National Park is part of the Meso-

American Reef (MAR), which stretches for more than 600 

miles along the coast of Belize, Guatemala, Honduras and Mexico. One of the most diverse 

ecosystems on earth, the MAR is considered outstanding on a global scale, and a priority for 

conservation action - stabilizing and protecting coastal landscapes, maintaining coastal water 

quality, sustaining species of commercial importance, and providing employment in the fishing 

and tourism industries for more than a million people living in coastal areas (Global Environment 

Facility, 2001).  

 

Belize has an estimated 1,420 km² of reef within its waters - 5.5% of the reefs of the Wider 

Caribbean (World Resources Institute, 2004). The Belize Barrier Reef is included on a list of 18 

richest centres of endemism and has been highlighted as one of the most threatened by human 

impacts (Roberts et al., 2002). In the Wider Caribbean region, recent studies have shown that 

nearly two-thirds of coral reefs are threatened by human activities (World Resources Institute, 

2004), and recently, Belize has been shown to have a percentage live coral cover that is slightly 

lower than the average for the Caribbean (AGGRA /McField, et al. 2008 (ed. Wilkinson et. al.)). 

Belize is one of the areas highlighted as having the lowest impacts, with its small population and 

relatively low coastal development rate. However impacts are increasing - recent quantitative 

data on fish populations comparing 2002 and 2008 observations in the adjacent South Water 

Caye Marine Reserve indicate a staggering decline in populations of larger reef fish such as 

grouper, snapper, and triggerfish (Mumby, 20091), increasing the importance of no-take areas 

such Laughing Bird Caye National Park within the National Protected Areas System. 

 

                                                           

1
 Report to the Belize Fisheries Department: Fishing Down the Foodweb (P. Mumby, 2009) 

Laughing Bird Caye: Buffer 

Zone and Preservation Zone 
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Table 1: International Conventions and Agreements of Relevance to Laughing Bird Caye National 

Park 

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. 
Laughing Bird Caye National Park provides an important and 
integral part in the national protected areas system, protecting 
ōƛƻŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘǊŜŀǘŜƴŜŘ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎΣ ŀǎ ǇŜǊ .ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ 
under the CBD.  

Alliance for the Sustainable 

Development of Central America 

(ALIDES) (1994) 

Regional alliance supporting sustainable development initiatives. 
Initiatives within the stakeholder communities of  Laughing Bird 
Caye National Park  are targeted for facilitation of sustainable 
economic and environmental development, with the support of 
the Forest Department 

Central American Commission for 

Environment and Development 

(CCAD) (1989) 

Regional organisation of Heads of State formed under ALIDES, 
responsible for the environment of Central America. Initiated 
Mesoamerican Biological Corridors and Mesoamerican Barrier 
Reef Systems Programmes. 
Data gathered through monitoring initiatives at Laughing Bird 
Caye National Park have been shared regionally in the past 
through MBRS. 

Convention for the Protection and 

Development of the Marine 

Environment of the Wider 

Caribbean Region (Cartagena de 

Indias, Colombia, 1983) 

Regional convention with the objective of protecting the marine 
environment of the Wider Caribbean through promoting 
sustainable development and preventing pollution. 
Laughing Bird Caye National Park is an important and integral 
part in the national protected areas system, protecting 
ōƛƻŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘǊŜŀǘŜƴŜŘ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎΣ ŀǎ ǇŜǊ .ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ 
under this Convention. 

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.  
Laughing Bird Caye National Park has been accepted as one of 
ǎŜǾŜƴ ǎƛǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ŎƻƳǇǊƛǎŜ .ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ ²ƻǊƭŘ IŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ {ƛǘŜ 
under the Convention. However, this WHS has recently been 
ǇƭŀŎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƛǎǘ ƻŦ ΨǎƛǘŜǎ ƛƴ ŘangeǊΩ ό²I{Σ нллфύ. 

International Convention for the 

Protection and Conservation of 

Sea Turtles for the Western 

Hemisphere (December 21
st
, 1997) 

To protected and conserve sea turtle species of the Western 
Hemisphere.  
Laughing Bird Caye National Park  protects important feeding 
and nesting areas for sea turtles, including the Critically 
Endangered hawksbill 
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The National Park contains assemblages of regionally important ecosystems of remarkable 

biodiversity and beauty, as well as of great scientific value, and importance for many species of 

global conservation concern, among them the critically endangered elkhorn and staghorn corals 

(Acropora plamata and A. cervicornis), hawksbill turtle (Eretmochelys imbricata) and the goliath 

grouper (Epinephelus itajara), The area also protects endangered green and loggerhead turtles 

(Chelonia mydas and Caretta caretta). As a non-extractive protected area, it also contributes 

towards the regional viability of important commercial species, including the Queen Conch 

(Strombus gigas) and spiny lobster (Panulirus argus).  

 

 In 1983, Belize signed the Convention for the Protection and Development of the Marine 

Environment of the Wider Caribbean Region όǘƘŜ Ψ/ŀǊǘŀƎŜƴŀ /ƻƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴΩύ with the primary 

objective being protection of the ecosystems of the marine environment, following recognition 

of the regional importance of the Mesoamerican Barrier Reef System (MBRS), the majority of 

which lies within Belizean waters (Table 1). 

The global importance of Laughing Bird Caye National Park was recognized in 1996, through its 

inclusion as one of a serial nomination of seven sites that comprise the Belize Barrier Reef 

System - World Heritage Site (Table 2), under the Convention Concerning the Protection of 

World Culture and Natural Heritage representative of the Belize Barrier Reef Reserve System, 

under criteria (iii), based on the classic examples of fringing, barrier and atoll reef types, and on 

the pristine nature of the mangrove and caye vegetation communities. 

 

Lƴ нллфΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ .ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ ²ƻǊƭŘ IŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ {ƛǘŜ ǿŀǎ ǇƭŀŎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŘŀƴƎŜǊ ƭƛǎǘΣ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ŀƴ 

assessment of the state of the seven marine protected areas and of the human impacts 

affecting them, triggered by reports of mangrove clearance in the adjacent South Water Caye 

Marine Reserve. The Government is currently drafting a series of strategies to address the 

concerns of the WHS committee, including the designation of a National Focal Point, with 

strengthened coordination between Government departments, through the establishment of a 

WHS Working Committee, as well as the strengthening of protection of terrestrial ecosystems of 

the cayes, the cessation of sale of lands within the World Heritage Sites and guidelines to 

Table 2: The Seven Protected Areas of the Belize Barrier Reef World Heritage Site 

Site IUCN Category 

Bacalar Chico National Park and Marine Reserve II (National Park) 

IV (Habitat/Species Management Area) 

Laughing Bird Caye National Park II (National Park) 

Half Moon Caye Natural Monument II (Natural Monument)  

Blue Hole Natural Monument III (Natural Monument) 

DƭƻǾŜǊΩǎ wŜŜŦ aŀǊƛƴŜ wŜǎŜǊǾŜ IV (Habitat/Species Management Area) 

South Water Caye Marine Reserve IV (Habitat/Species Management Area) 

Sapodilla Cayes Marine Reserve IV (Habitat/Species Management Area) 
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control development of lands already under private ownership, as well as addressing the issues 

of overlapping oil concession areas. ¢ƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ .ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ ²ƻǊƭŘ IŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ {ƛǘŜ ǊŜǎǘǎ ƻƴ ǘƘƛǎ 

response, which is to be assessed at the World Heritage Committee at its 34th session in 2010. 

 

Other concerns raised during the assessment that are more specifically related to Laughing Bird 

Caye National Park included the alteration of terrestrial ecosystems to maintain the aesthetically 

appealing sandy beaches, as a result of revenue generation mechanisms focused on tourism. 

The assessment also flagged the presence of invasive species such as Casuarina and lionfish, and 

the limited management activities being implemented to address these. 

 

Other regional initiatives have also been initiated, with the recognition of the increasing threats 

to the overall health of the reef system, the Governments of Mexico, Belize, Guatemala and 

Honduras (the four countries bordering the MBRS) committed themselves in June 1997 through 

the Tulum Declaration to the development of a 15-year Action Plan ς the Mesoamerican Barrier 

Reef System Project - for the conservation and sustainable use of this ecosystem. This initiative, 

adopted by the Heads of State in June 1999, is supported by the Central American Commission 

on Environment and Development (CCAD), which works to harmonize environmental policies 

within the region. This has also brought a level of standardization to management and 

monitoring practices across the region, and provided investment into increasing management 

effectiveness. 

 

Conservation of this National Park ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŀ ǎǘŜǇ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ŦǳƭŦƛƭƭƛƴƎ .ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

commitments under the Convention on Biological Diversity, signed in 1992, and the 

International Convention for the Protection and Conservation of Sea Turtles for the Western 

Hemisphere, signed in 1997. 

 

As a signatory of the Convention for the Regulation of International Trade of Endangered 

Species (CITES), Belize is obligated to follow the CITES permitting procedures, with a permit 

required   for every   individual  export   of   conch  (Strombus  gigas),  validated  by  Customs 

Department, in order for Belize to export this product to the USA. The Belize Fisheries 

Department has developed a sustainable use strategy for this species, in order to maintain its 

export market. 
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1.3 National Context 

 

1.3.1 Legal and Policy Framework 

 

Laughing Bird Caye National Park is a 

national protected area, defined by 

Statutory Instrument 94 of 1996 under 

the National Parks System Act (1981). 

The protected area is currently managed 

by the Southern Environmental 

Association, through a co-management 

agreement with the Forest Department 

(Ministry of Natural Resources).  

 

Belize has an impressive record of 

establishing protected areas, with a total 

of 83 marine and terrestrial reserves, 

spawning aggregation sites, crown 

reserve cayes supporting important bird 

colonies, archaeological reserves, and 

recognized private reserves.  

The national objectives for conservation 

revolve around the protection, 

conservation and ratioƴŀƭ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ .ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ 

natural resources within the context of 

sustainable human development.  

 

These goals are supported by the 

National Protected Areas Policy and 

System Plan (NPAPSP, 2006), which was 

developed following a full review of the 

national protected areas system in 2005.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

LAUGHING BIRD CAYE NATIONAL PARK 

 

SI 94 of 1996 

 

ALL THAT portion of the Caribbean Sea comprising 
approximately 10,119 acres in the Stann Creek 
District, situate within and surrounding the 
Laughing Bird Caye Faro and being part thereof and 
being described as follows: 
 

/ƻƳƳŜƴŎƛƴƎ ŀǘ ŀ tƻƛƴǘ Ψ!Ω bƻǊǘƘŜŀǎǘ ƻŦ [ŀǳƎƘƛƴƎ 
Bird Caye having the scaled U.T.M. coordinates of 
375 904 East and 1821 478 North; 
 
ǘƘŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ŀ bƻǊǘƘǿŜǎǘŜǊƭȅ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŀ tƻƛƴǘ Ψ.Ω 
North-Northwest of Laughing Bird Caye having the 
scaled U.T.M. coordinates of 374 630 East and 
1825 363 North; 
 
ǘƘŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ŀ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ²ŜǎǘŜǊƭȅ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŀ tƻƛƴǘ Ψ/Ω 
North of Laughing Bird Caye having the scaled 
U.T.M. coordinates of 372 904 East and 1825 363 
North; 
 
ǘƘŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ŀ {ƻǳǘƘǿŜǎǘŜǊƭȅ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŀ Ǉƻƛƴǘ Ψ5Ω 
West-Northwest of Laughing Bird Caye and having 
the scaled U.T.M. coordinates of 368 860 East and 
1819 430 North; 
 
thence in a general Southerly direction to a Point 
Ψ9Ω {ƻǳǘƘǿŜǎǘ ƻŦ [ŀǳƎƘƛƴƎ .ƛǊŘ /ŀȅŜ ŀƴŘ having the 
scaled U.T.M. coordinates of 368 860 East and 
1815 416 North; 
 
ǘƘŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ŀƴ 9ŀǎǘŜǊƭȅ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŀ tƻƛƴǘ ΨCΩ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ 
the scaled U.T.M. coordinates of 371 073 East and 
1815 416 North; thence in a Northeasterly 
direction to the point of commencement. 
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The National Protected Areas Policy and System Plan was accepted by Cabinet in January 2006, 

and centres around the following policy statement: 

 

¢ƘŜ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ .ŜƭƛȊŜ ǎƘŀƭƭ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ .ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ protected areas by 

educating 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. 

 

Laughing BƛǊŘ /ŀȅŜ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ tŀǊƪ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŀƴ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŎƻƳǇƻƴŜƴǘ ƻŦ .ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ 

conservation of the marine environment. Whilst the entire Barrier Reef and associated coral 

reef structures do not have full protected status within Belize, there are 13 marine protected 

areas within the national system (totalling 608,742 acres). Eight of these are designated under 

Fisheries Department as Marine Reserves, the remaining five (including Laughing Bird Caye 

National Park) being under Forest Department (Table 3).  

 

Table 3: Marine Protected Areas in Belize 

Protected Area Mgmt. / Co-mgmt 
IUCN 

Category 
SI 

Area 

(Acres) 

Bacalar Chico National Park & 

Marine Reserve 
Fisheries Dept. IV 88  of 1996 15,765.8 

Blue Hole Natural Monument Forest Dept. / BAS III 96 of 1996 1,023 

Caye Caulker Marine Reserve Fisheries Dept. / 

FAMRACC 
VI 35 of 1998 9,670.2 

Corozal Bay Wildlife Sanctuary Forest Dept. IV 48 of 1998 180,508.5 

Gladden Spit and Silk Cayes 

Marine Reserve 

Fisheries Dept. / 

Friends of Nature 
IV 95 of 2003 25,978.3 

DƭƻǾŜǊΩǎ wŜŜŦ aŀǊƛƴŜ wŜǎŜǊǾŜ  Fisheries Dept. IV 70 of 1996 86,653 

Half Moon Caye Natural 

Monument 
Forest Dept. / BAS II 30 of 1982 9,771 

Hol Chan Marine Reserve  Fisheries Dept. II 57 of 1987 3,813 

Laughing Bird Caye National 

Park 

Forest Dept. / Friends 

of Nature 
II 94 of 1996 10,119 

Port Honduras Marine Reserve Fisheries Dept. / TIDE IV 9 of 2000 100,000 

Sapodilla Caye Marine Reserve  Fisheries Dept  / TASTE IV 117 of 1996 38,594 

South Water Caye Marine 

Reserve  
Fisheries Dept. IV 118 of 1996 117,875 

Swallow Caye Wildlife Sanctuary Forest Dept. / FOSC IV 102 of 2002 8,972 
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The Fisheries Department has also established 11 protected Spawning Aggregation Sites ς the 

majority of the sites known within Belize waters, and a further 2 have seasonal protection for 

Nassau Grouper.  

 

 

History of establishment 

 

Traditionally, the Laughing Bird Caye itself was used as a fishing camp for fishers from Placencia, 

Independence and Monkey River, the 1.4 acres of caye, with its clear, sheltered waters, idyllic 

sandy beaches, and easy access to Placencia, has also historically been an important recreational 

site for local families. Lƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜ мфтлΩǎΣ ǘƘŜ ŎŀȅŜ ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻŦ Řŀȅ ǘǊƛǇǎ ŦǊƻƳ ƭƻŎŀƭ 

hotels, with increasing use as more people in Placencia became involved in tourism. The 

importance of Laughing Bird Caye to the growing local tourism community catalysed concerns 

when rumours circulated in 1990 about the sale of the caye, and discussions on its use as an oil 

storage area, resulting in significant community lobbying for protection of the area (FoN Annual 

report, 2006). 

 

As a result, Laughing Bird Caye itself was declared as a protected area in 1991 under the 

National Parks System Act (SI 167 of 1991). However, local stakeholders recognized the need for 

greater protection and regulation of the entire faro if the qualities of the area were to be 

maintained. The park was subsequently extended in 1996  (SI 94 of 1996) to 10,119 acres (4,095 

ha), as part of .ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ ²ƻǊƭŘ IŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ {ƛǘŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƻ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǘƛǊŜ ŦŀǊƻ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

associated unique and representative biodiversity, and to manage, protect and promote the 

sustainable use of Laughing Bird Caye National Park.  

 

 

   

Site Status 

 

Laughing Bird Caye is designated as a National Park - one of five distinct categories of protected 

area under the mandate of the Forest Department (Ministry of Natural Resources) (Table 4). The 

ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƻŦ ŀ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ tŀǊƪ ƛǎ άǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǊŜŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǊŜŀǎΣέ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 

άǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŜǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǎŎŜƴƛŎ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ ƻŦ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴŎŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘ 

ŀƴŘ ŜƴƧƻȅƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ǇǳōƭƛŎΦέ  
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In keeping with its designation, LBCNP is a non-extractive protected area, with use being 

restricted to tourism, research and education. 

 

 

 

The management regime of Laughing Bird Caye National Park is considered to be the equivalent 

of IUCN designation Category II: A protected area managed primarily for ecosystem protection 

and recreation. This is defined as: 

 

άbŀǘǳǊŀƭ ŀǊŜŀǎ ƻŦ ƭŀƴŘ ŀƴŘκƻǊ sea, designated to (a) protect the ecological integrity 

of 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, all of which must be environmentally and culturally 

ŎƻƳǇŀǘƛōƭŜΦέ 

 

 

With the following management objectives 

Table 4: 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 

Laughing Bird 

Caye  

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 

National Parks 

System Act, 

1981 

To protect and preserve natural features of 

national significance. 

Research, education, 

tourism 

Wildlife 

Sanctuary 

National Parks 

System Act, 

1981 

To protect nationally significant species, 

biotic communities or physical features. 

 

Research, education, 

tourism 

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. 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  

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.  

 

National Planning Strategies 

 

The national objectives for conservation revolve around the protection, conservation and 

Ǌŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ .ŜƭƛȊŜΩǎ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ ƘǳƳŀƴ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΦ 

These objectives are supported by the National Strategy on Biodiversity, through the National 

Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan (Jacobs and Castaneda, 1998) (though this was never 

ratified at Government level), and more recently, the National Protected Areas Policy and 

System Plan (NPAPSP) (Meerman and Wilson; 2005), adopted by the Government of Belize in 

2006. Management is theoretically guided by the National Protected Areas Policy and System 

Plan, although limited resources currently restrict effective management at Government level. 

 

The overall goals of both the National Biodiversity Strategy and the NPAPSP reflect the national 

objectives - ecological and economic sustainability over the long term, with the development of 

human and institutional capacity to effectively manage the biodiversity resources within Belize. 

There are also moves towards decentralisation of the management of these resources, with a 

strong focus on co-management partnerships (such as that between SEA and the Forest 

Department), community-based participation and equitable benefit from conservation efforts.  
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Under the NPAPSP, government seeks to increase 

management effectiveness through grouping 

protected areas into system level management 

units. Laughing Bird Caye National Park is one of 

four protected areas (with South Water Caye 

Marine Reserve, Gladden Spit and Silk Cayes 

Marine Reserve and Sapodilla Cayes Marine 

Reserve) that, together, form the Southern Belize 

Reef Complex, transcending site-level 

administrative categories (Map 2).  

 

Two other such system-level units are currently 

being established to increase management 

effectiveness by reducing overlap and maximizing 

on synergies ς the Maya Mountains Massif and the 

Maya Mountains Marine Corridor (Table 5; Map 3). 

 

Conservation Planning initiatives for these system level management units recognize that 

resources exist in a larger landscape beyond the boundaries of the protected areas themselves, 

and set out discrete goals and objectives at system rather than site-level, increasing 

management effectiveness through the development of mechanisms for collaboration for 

surveillance and enforcement, biodiversity monitoring, education, outreach, and management.  

 

System Level Management Unit Protected Areas 

Southern Belize Reef Complex 

Total number of pas: 4 (including 

Spawning Aggregation Sites 

Total pa area: 182,447 acres 

Total seascape area:779,682 acres 

Laughing Bird Caye National Park; South Water Caye Marine 
Reserve, Gladden Spit and Silk Cayes Marine Reserve, Sapodilla 
Cayes Marine Reserve 
Spawning Aggregations: Rise and Fall Bank, Nicholas Caye, Seal 
Caye, Gladden Spit 
.ƛǊŘ {ŀƴŎǘǳŀǊȅΥ aŀƴ hΩ ²ŀǊ /ŀȅŜ 

Maya Mountains Massif 

Total number of pas: 14 

Total pa area: 1,260,800 

Total landscape area:1,260,800 

acres 

Bladen Nature Reserve; Chiquibul Forest Reserve; Chiquibul 
National Park; Cockscomb Basin Wildlife Sanctuary; Columbia 
River Forest Reserve; Deep River Forest Reserve; Maya Mountain 
Forest Reserve; Mountain Pine Ridge Forest Reserve; Noj Kaax 
aŜΩŜƴ 9ƭƛƧƛƻ Panti National Park; Sibun Forest Reserve; Sittee 
River Forest Reserve; Victoria Peak Natural Monument; Vaca 
Forest Reserve; (also includes Caracol Archaeological Site / IoA) 

Maya Mountain Marine Corridor 

Total number of pas: 10 

Total pa area: 619,933 acres 

Total landscape area:729,630 acres 

Total seascape area:100,000 acres 

Bladen Nature Reserve, Cockscomb Basin Wildlife Sanctuary, 
/ƻƭǳƳōƛŀ wƛǾŜǊ CƻǊŜǎǘ wŜǎŜǊǾŜΣ tŀȅƴŜΩǎ /ǊŜŜƪ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ tŀǊƪΣ 
Deep River Forest Reserve, Golden Stream Corridor, Block 127, 
Maya Mountain Forest Reserve, Port Honduras Marine Reserve, 
Swasey Bladen Forest Reserve 
(also includes Num Li Punit Archaeological Site / IoA) 

System Level Management Units 

 Maya Mountains Massif 

 Maya Mountains Marine Corridor 

 Southern Belize Reef Complex 

 

Table 5: System Level Management Units 

 

Map 2 
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The Southern Belize Reef Complex 

 

The Southern Belize Reef Complex (SBRC) stretches southwards from the northern boundary of 

South Water Caye Marine Reserve to the northern boundary of Port Honduras Marine Reserve, and 

south-eastwards from the coastline of Belize to the Sapodilla Cayes and the outer reef (Map 3). This 

area is characterized by the variety of reef structures, important cross-shelf habitat linkages and 

an assemblage of ecosystems considered possibly the most biodiverse in the region. The SBRC is 

of great scientific value and importance for many species of conservation concern, including the 

critically endangered hawksbill turtle (Eretmochelys imbricata) and goliath grouper (Epinephelus 

itajara), and the endangered green and loggerhead turtles (Chelonia mydas and Caretta caretta) 

(IUCN, 2008).  

 

The SBRC encompasses Laughing Bird Caye National Park and three other marine protected areas - 

Sapodilla Cayes Marine Reserve, Gladden Spit and Silk Cayes Marine Reserve, and South Water 

Caye Marine Reserve.  Laughing Bird Caye National Park, Sapodilla Cayes Marine Reserve and South 

Water Caye Marine Reserve are part of a serial nomination of seven sites that are recognized as 

components of the Belize Barrier Reef System - World Heritage Site, representing classic 

examples of fringing, faro and barrier reefs. Also covered within the scope of the SBRC are four 

legally protected critical spawning aggregation sites ς the three sites within the Sapodilla Cayes 

Marine Reserve, and Gladden Spit, the largest aggregation known in the Mesoamerican Reef 

ecoregion. 

 

Within the SBRC, the estuarine and coastal areas are considered important for the West Indian 

manatee, whilst the sandy beaches have a history of use as nesting sites for all three marine 

turtle species. The near shore mangrove nursery areas and seagrass are regionally important for 

recruitment for a significant number of the commercial marine species. These resources are an 

integral part in the support of the cultural traditions of the coastal fishing communities. 

 

As part of the Southern Belize Reef 

Complex, management of Laughing Bird 

Caye National Park needs to be aligned 

to the SBRC vision, with the SBRC goals 

and objectives for system level 

management being incorporated into the 

management planning process. 

 

 

3 

A collaborative stewardship of the internationally 

recognized Southern Belize Reef Complex, through 

strategic partnerships to conserve and improve the 

integrity of these socio-economically and biologically 

important ecosystems for the benefit of future 

generations 

 

A collective Vision for the Southern Belize Reef Complex  

Belize CAP Workshop, May, 2008 
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Map 3: SBRC Project Scope 

 

The project scope, running from the northern boundary of South Water Caye Marine Reserve south to 

the southern boundary of Sapodilla Caye Marine Reserve; and from the mangroves and littoral forests 

of the coastline to the barrier reef, was defined by the SBRC Core Planning Team, and then later 

amended following stakeholder input at the first Conservation Action Planning workshop.  

 










































































































































































































































































































































































