
THE M E S O A M E R I C A N REEF

( MAR)

The MAR region encompasses the largest coral reef in the 
Atlantic, and is part of the interconnected system of coastal 
habitats and currents that extends throughout the wider 
Caribbean. Its coastline stretches for 1,000 kilometers from 
the tip of the Yucatan Peninsula in Mexico to the Bay Islands 
in Honduras, passing through Belize and Guatemala. It is 
home to some of the world’s most stunning beaches and 
vibrant waters, with an astonishing array of over 500 known 
fish species, some of the largest remaining populations of 
manatees and sea turtles, possibly the largest known 
aggregation of whale sharks, and valuable concentrations of 
mangroves, sea grass, and coral reefs.

Between one and two million people live along the coasts 
and islands of the MAR region, and their livelihoods depend 
on the health of the reef. The Mesoamerican Reef is 
culturally diverse, including Miskito, Garifuna, Caribbean 
Creole, K’ekchi, Mopan, Yucateco Maya, and Mestizo 
peoples. We must find a way to ensure that ecosystems in 
the MAR continue to provide important environmental 
services, and that they are managed in a way that ensures 
sustainable human development in the region.

FACTS

Largest barrier reef in the Atlantic.

Prime tourist destination.

Has strategic economic importance for many 
communities around the reef.

Provides food security for local inhabitants.

Acts as a natural barrier against climate change 
threats.

Along the shores, mangroves provide habitat for 
"shand shorebirds as well as protect coastal areas 
from the damage associated with hurricanes and 
strong storms.

Provides a unique opportunity for international 
and interinstitutional coordination for 
conservation and sustainable development.
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FACTS

35% of the territorial sea of the four countries is 
included in Marine Protected Areas (MPA). 

67% of coral reef habitats are in MPAs.

Recognized as World Heritage Sites:
The Barrier Reef in Belize + Sian Ka’an and Banco 
Chinchorro Biosphere Reserves in Mexico.

Four simultaneous connectivity exercises in the 
MAR (ECOMES) have been developed to study the 
recruitment of coral fish larvae in 10 protected 
areas.

Lion Fish: A Regional Strategy for the Control of 
Lionfish in the MAR, was developed in 2014. 
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MESOAMERICAN
REEF FUND

As in many regions of the world, the MAR is constantly 
threatened by coastal development, habitat loss, 
unregulated tourism activities, overfishing, and large-scale 
agro-industry applying pesticides across the region that drain 
into the sea, among others. Climate change exacerbates the 
effects of other threats and diminishes the ecosystems’ 
resilience and capacity to sustain biological processes.

THE CHALLENGE

To enable innovate, transnational solution to critical 
Mesoamerica reef issues through providing meaningful, 
long-term financial support and trustworthy reef 
management advice so that future generations can enjoy and 
benefit from a thriving reef system.

OUR MISSION

OUR CONTRIBUTION
TO CONSERVATION

In 2004, pre-existing environmental funds of Mexico, Belize, 
Guatemala and Honduras came together to establish the 
Mesoamerican Reef Fund (MAR Fund), an institutional 
coalition and financial mechanism created to fund, plan and 
promote strategic solutions for the entire MAR ecoregion. 
The key objective of the MAR Fund—and the driver of its 
programs—is the establishment and strengthening of a 
functional network of priority coastal and marine areas to 
promote climate change adaptation, conservation of natural 
resources and ecological processes, permanence of 
connectivity functions and ecosystem services, and 
sustainable use of resources. In other words, MAR Fund 
supports the backbone of this reef system by addressing 
issues that affect the integrity and health of the network and 
the communities living in and around the region’s protected 
areas. It currently focuses on a network of 14 priority coastal 
and marine protected areas distributed among the four 
countries in the region.

After ten years of operation, the MAR Fund has a 
consolidated professional team of 12 people, a coordinating 
office and MAR Fund branch in Guatemala and an external 
consultant, has established strategic alliances with 
conservation actors, is a convener for key conservation 
efforts in the region, and has been successful in mobilizing 
resources, including 23.6 million dollars in endowment funds 
and 19.1 million in sinking funds. In addition, MAR Fund has 
recently secured a $10 million endowment challenge grant 
from Oak Foundation to provide long-term financial 
sustainability for marine resource management and 
conservation initiatives in Belize. It has committed to raise 
$15 million in matching funds.
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Through different programs, MAR Fund provides strategic, 
technical and financial support for planning, managing, and 
optimizing the hard work performed by protected area 
managers, other partners, and communities involved in the 
region’s conservation efforts. Through our Project 
“Conservation of Marine Resources in Central America”, 
funded by the German Cooperation through KfW, support is 
being provided for monitoring, updated management plans, 
control and surveillance systems, and infrastructure and 
equipment, among others, to enhance the management of 
protected areas.

Our Small Grants Program is another channel for supporting 
the conservation, effective management, and sustainable use 
of marine protected areas, improvement of fisheries 
management, and biodiversity conservation. Through this 
program, we have supported 52 projects, over 50 different 
organizations in the region, including local communities, 
governmental organizations, NGOs, and academic 
institutions. Over US$1.5 million have been approved and 
nearly double that amount has been leveraged.

The Community Fisheries Program promotes community 
participation in co-management of their fisheries and 
involves the establishment of fish recovery sites. (aka fish 
refuges and community marine reserves). We are 
contributing to the unofficial goal of fully protecting 20% of 
the region’s territorial waters.

MAR Fund has provided support for and participated in 
establishing strategic regional alliances, such as the 
Connectivity Network, the Reef Restoration Network, the 
Lionfish Working Group and the Manatee Working Group. It 
is also a partner in the innovative Healthy Reefs Initiative, an 
international effort that measures and tracks coral reef 
health in the region, and the MAR Leadership Program, a 
regional initiative that accelerates conservation by 
strengthening the capacities and leadership skills of young 
conservationists in the four MAR countries.

MAR Fund has been instrumental in bringing together 
international, regional, national, and local partners to work 
together to transform threats into opportunities for the reef 
system. Our mid-term goals include coordinating and 
supporting alliances around climate change mitigation and 
adaptation, increasing and diversifying funding sources for 
the region, and increasing our endowment fund to US$ 50 
million.
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PROJECT “CONSERVATION OF MARINE 
RESOURCES IN CENTRAL AMERICA”

Co-financed by the German Cooperation through KfW. 
Through the following components, 9 coastal and marine 

protected areas from the 14 prioritized are supported:

1. Protection and conservation of the coastal and marine ecosystems.

2. Better management practices and sustainable use of the coastal 

and marine resources.

3. Small grants, communication and effective exchanges for the 

adoption of new practices. It provides funding through small grants, 

to the other 5 protected areas from the 14 in total. It is implemented 

directly by MAR Fund.

MESOAMERICAN REEF FUND

María José González
Director

mjgonzalez@marfund.org

M A R F U N D. O R G
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MESOAMERICAN REEF
LEADERSHIP PROGRAM

ACHIEVEMENTS
2010  -  2016

FACTS

15 multinational synergies arise from 
relationships developed in the program. 

91% of MAR Fellows are currently working in 
conservation. 

33 fellows have advanced to positions of greater 
influence and responsibility. 

27 fellows are working in MPAs. 

10 fellows are advocates in important public 
policy processes in their countries. 
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“Building a New Generation of Conservation Leaders in the 
MAR region” is the essence of the Mesoamerican Reef 
Leadership Program (MAR Leadership) launched six years ago 
by the Mexican Fund for the Conservation of Nature with the 
support of the Summit Foundation to scale-up conservation 
impacts through ‘smart investing’ in people. MAR Leadership 
intends to accelerate change to achieve long term 
biodiversity protection and sustainable development goals in 
the region through launching high impact marine 
conservation projects.

MAR Leadership fills an important niche by focusing on 
people from Mexico (Quintana Roo), Belize, Guatemala and 
Honduras who demonstrate leadership potential by providing 
them with training, mentoring and networking opportunities 
that are otherwise inaccessible or hard to find.

ABOUT THE PROGRAM

M A R L E A D E R S H I P . O R G

M (48.57%) W (51.43%)

Gender Equity

Individual Capacitation

55%

Workshops22Improved positions
36

Implemented Projects
44

Fellows capacitated
71

Invited Experts

70

Projects Synergies

18

Academia (2.78%)

Government (29.17%)

Private Sector (9.72%)

OSC (45.83%)

Consultant (12.50%)

Guatemala (20.83%)
México (34.72%)

Honduras (20.83%)

Belice (23.61%)
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Mesoamerican Reef Leadership Program
MAR LEADERSHIP

MAR LEADERSHIP PROGRAM

María Eugenia Arreola
Director of Program

maria.arreola@fmcn.org

@MARLeardership@MARLeadership

M A R L E A D E R S H I P . O R G

HOW WE WORK

MAR Leadership Program has brought value 

to the region in terms of knowledge sharing, 

leadership training, exchange of 

experiences, identifying collaboration needs 

and undertaking coordinated actions for the 

conservation of the region.

1
OUR PROCESSSTEP6

Cohort Theme Definition
Our team identifies regional challenges 
and environmental threats that need 

innovative solutions.

Leadership skills
The leaders work  on their strategic communication, 

personal development, conflict resolution and 
advocacy. 

Training and
mentoring

Reknown international experts 
are invited to provide high class 

trainings.

Project
incubation

Project design and fundraising.

Growing network
of Regional

Conservation
Leaders

2 Fellows Selection
12 motivated young leaders from different 

backgrounds with great project ideas.

Successful
project

implementation

Every year 12 Fellows from the four MAR countries are 
selected from a variety of sectors and backgrounds, including 
local tourism entrepreneurs, government employees, 
community leaders, architects, biologists, lawyers, 
communication experts and others whose professional 
endeavors are directly connected to the coastal and marine 
environment. A cohort cycle runs over 12 months, 
encompassing 4 in-person workshops in each MAR country, 
individually tailored training, peer-to-peer learning and 
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cooperation, mentoring, technical assistance, and networking 
opportunities. The program provides training on project 
design, fundraising, strategic communications-public 
speaking, policy advocacy, negotiation and conflict resolution 
and personal development.

Each cohort has a thematic focus linked to the conservation 
needs of the reef: 2010 cohort focused on coastal 
development and tourism; 2011 on sustainable fisheries and 
establishment of marine protected areas; 2012 on the 
establishment of a network of multifunctional marine 
reserves, 2014 on integrated solid waste management, 2015 
mangrove valuation and conservation, and 2016 cohort is 
addressing Blue Economy as a model for sustainable 
development. 



HEALTHY
REEFS

Healthy Reefs Initiative (HRI) is a globally unique 
international collaborative program of coral reef-focused 
research, management and conservation organizations 
dedicated to safeguarding the Mesoamerican Reef. Our 
vision is to improve our scientific understanding of the 
functioning of the MAR, and enhance its health through 
science-based adaptive management. HRI has engaged 65 
key marine conservation, government, private sector, and 
academia institutions and coordinates the latest scientific 
input into management efforts, thereby improving the 
collective success of all of these important conservation 
programs. Through our proven and effective use of the 
media, we are creating a more informed, powerful and 
dynamic stakeholder base for reef conservation in the MAR.

HRI tracks the health of the MAR ecosystem to improve its 
condition, evaluate the effectiveness of its management and 
draw the connection between reef health and human health.  
Over the last ten years, the Initiative’s biennial “Report 
Cards” have graded the health of the Mesoamerican Reef 
based on survey data collected from 250 sites. The novel 
Eco-Audit program then evaluates government and NGO 
efforts to increase the health of the reef by following the 
Initiative’s data-based recommendations.  These tools help 
leaders and managers make informed decisions impacting 
the reef, ensuring its long-term integrity while continuing to 
support the industries that provide sustenance to 
communities in each of the four nations.  

In its first decade, the initiative developed and deployed a 
comprehensive framework for evaluating and improving reef 
health – the first in the world.  Its network of partners has 
grown to include all of the Marine Protected Area 
management agencies in the region.  Currently, the initiative 
is the only group that regularly convenes regional meetings 
of conservation managers to collaboratively generate 
evidence-based, consensus-driven reef management 
recommendations.  Additionally, the Initiative accrues 
imperative longitudinal data that not only contributes to a 
greater understanding of reef health, but also of sustainable 
fisheries, climate change impacts, and marine science in 
general. 

The Healthy Reefs Initiative’s efforts have led to the 
protection of the parrotfish (key reef grazers) in Belize, 
Guatemala, and the Bay Islands of Honduras. Their efforts 
have also helped reduce contamination from sewage and 
agrochemicals in Belize and Honduras, and expand 
fully-protected replenishment zones in Mexico, Belize, 
Guatemala, and Honduras

FACTS

Fully protected (no-take) areas have increased to 
3%, but needs to increase more.

Parrotfish now fully protected in Belize, 
Guatemala and Bay Islands, Honduras.

Collaboration at the governmental level has 
increased with all 4 countries.

Regular standardized coral reef monitoring 
conducted every 2 years.

Open-access online interactive database of all 
coral reef monitoring data.
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OVERVIEW ACCOMPLISHMENTS
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Healthy Waters – Clean, intact, healthy watersheds and 
coastal waters are needed to support vibrant coral reefs, 
fisheries, human health and local economies. HRI’s Healthy 
Waters strategy focuses on innovative and catalytic activities 
that help advance watershed protection and improve sewage 
treatment in our Mesoamerican Region.

Healthy Communities – Our human communities in the 
Mesoamerican Region depend on productive ecosystems for 
livelihoods, coastal protection and food security. The Healthy 
Communities strategy aims to improve our understanding of 
the linkages between human and ecological health, and 
promote sustainable development alternatives.

Healthy Fisheries – Our Healthy Fisheries strategy includes 
activities supporting ecosystem-based fisheries 
management, including the region-wide protection of 
parrotfish, important fish spawning sites, and the promotion 
of fisheries replenishment zones.   

Healthy Futures – Our region’s marine biodiversity and 
people’s livelihoods are dependent on healthy coral reefs, 
today and for many tomorrows. This strategy is testing new 
innovative solutions to help restore and promote healthy 
coral reefs in a changing climate, including developing a 
regional Coral Bleaching Emergency Response Plan, coral 
nurseries, facilitating the recruitment of Diadema, and 
promoting reef resiliency. 

The Healthy Reefs Initiative promotes a unity of vision across 
national borders for increasing reef health throughout the 
extensive system of the Mesoamerican Reef.

There are a number of unresolved issues that must be 
addressed to ensure the Mesoamerican Reef’s long-term 
recovery.  In our second decade, our Initiative will strengthen 
our data collection and analysis efforts to better understand 
concerns such as the decline of fish populations, the impact 
of climate change, connections between reef health and 
human health. Working more closely with Smithsonian 
scientists and educators, our Initiative aims to dramatically 
increase scientific collaboration regionally and globally.

Our efforts will continue to raise capacity and collaboration 
among marine conservation practitioners in the region, while 
also enhancing public awareness and political will through 
effective use of the media. These collaborations have 
enabled us to implement effective marine conservation 
actions.

We aim to go beyond innovative reporting on ecosystem 
health and management effectiveness, and engage in 
research projects with direct management applications, 
including: coral nurseries, Diadema enhancement, and 
technological advances in sanitation. These endeavors will 
result in improved water quality, enhanced herbivory, and 
repopulation of endangered corals, increasing the health of 
the Mesoamerican Reef and sustaining our local 
communities.
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OUR CORNER STRATEGIES OUR COLLABORATIVE IMPACT 

H E A LT H Y R E E F S . O R G

HEALTHY REEFS

Melanie McField
Director

mcfield@heathyreefs.org

@HealthyReefs@HealthyReefsForHealthyPeople


