
Writer Paul Theroux might have
put northeastern Honduras on the
literary map with his 1982 book “The
Mosquito Coast,” but the area had al-
ready been on conservationists’ radar
for several decades prior.

In 1980, a significant area of the
Honduran Mosquitia’s remarkable
moist forest, Caribbean coast, man-
groves, wetlands and lagoons re-
ceived permanent protection when
the Honduran government set aside
2 million acres (809,400 hectares) as
the Río Plátano Biosphere Reserve.
The preserve grew by an additional
13,838 acres in the 1990’s and re-
ceived another boost in 1999 when
the Honduran government, respond-
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ing to suggestions from indigenous
communities, named two new pro-
tected areas to link Río Plátano with
the Bosawas Biosphere Reserve in
Nicaragua. The resulting 5 million-
acre corridor represents the largest
contiguous, legally protected area in
Central America.

Río Plátano features the only
Miskito pine savanna in the world that
is legally under protection. Mahogany,
Spanish cedar,  oak trees, and 500
other tree and plant species provide
prime habitat for jaguars, Baird’s ta-
pirs, white-lipped peccaries and
white-faced capuchin monkeys. Great
green macaws, harpy eagles and great
curassows are counted among the 410
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bird species. Sharks, manatees, sea
turtles, fish and shrimp eat and bread
within the coastal waters.

The region has a rich cultural his-
tory, to match its biodiversity as evi-
denced by the 200-plus archeologi-
cal sites. Five distinct ethnic commu-
nities call the Mosquitia home: the
Miskito, Tawahka and Pech indig-
enous groups; the Garífuna (descen-
dants of African and Carib peoples);
and the Ladino (descendants of
Spanish and indigenous peoples).

Even in this remote and
unpopulated area threats loom. Local
people and commercial companies are
overfishing coastal waters. Mahogany
trees and other hardwoods are illegally
harvested and sold, mangroves are cut
for firewood and land is cleared for
crops and cattle. The Conservancy
and its partners in Honduras and
Nicaragua are collaborating with local
people to preserve the Mosquitia’s ir-
replaceable resources through a cross-
border long-term conservation plan.
Two of the most successful conserva-
tion strategies involve devising a wa-
tershed protection plan and organiz-
ing an effort to protect sea turtles.

Saving Their Own Backyard
With such a large expanse to pro-

tect, the Conservancy, government
officials, community members and

Honduran partner MOPAWI (an
non-governmental ogranization
working with local indigenous com-
munities) began protection effortsby
defining priorities and hammering
out a large-scale, long-term protec-
tion plan. Local scientists and resi-
dents were trained to gather ecologi-
cal and socioeconomic data, leading
to the first comprehensive survey of
biodiversity and human communities
in the Río Plátano reserve.

One top priority that emerged
was pretection of the 26 lagoons
skirting the Río Plátano’s Caribbean
coast. The indigenous communities
fish and navigate the waters that are
also essential to endangered marine
species such as manatees. Laguna de
Ibans, one of the largest lagoons,
will likely serve as a protection
model. A plan is being devised to
protect the watershed that feeds it
and the mangrove forests that sup-
port shrimp and fish.

Turtle Rescue
Leatherback and loggerhead

turtles once thrived on the Hondu-
ran Caribbean coast. Today, both are
endangered due to overharvesting
of eggs—a local delicacy—and other
factors.. With support from the
Conservancy and its partners, vol-
unteers from the Garífuna commu-
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nity of Plaplaya formed the Marine
Turtle Conservation Project in the
mid-1990s.

More than 115 volunteers now
scour beaches for turtle nests from
September to July, transplanting the
nests to protected areas, and releasing
hatchlings at night when chances of
survival are better. More than 8,300
hatchlings have been released to date.
Much of this is due to environmental
programs that have been incorporated
into local elementary school curricu-
lums, and to enlightened fishermen
now motivated to release turtles they
catch in their nets.

The most-convincing testimonial
for the Marine Turtle Conservation
Project comes from a participant.
The friend he was fishing with
caught a turtle in his net, and
wouldn’t let it go because he feared
he’d lose the fish he netted. The par-
ticipant in the turtle conservation
project would not let his friend back
into the fishing boat until he re-
leased the turtle. Eventually, the
turtle was set free.
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