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Background

The Sapodilla Cayes Marine Reserve is located at the southern terminus of the Belize Barrier Reef. The reserve covers an approximate area of 125 km2 and includes twelve sand or mangrove cayes and two unnamed sand cayes or ephemeral islands that are unvegetated and often overtopped by swash.  These cayes, considered by many to be the most beautiful range of cayes found in Belizean waters, and make up approximately 1.6% of the reserve and cover an approximate area of 17.67 hectares. The remaining 98% of the reserve consist mainly of submerged sand in shallow water of 3-10 meters; a carbonate pavement on the leeside of the reef crest; the reef crest; Montastrea Reef that dominate the coral component of the Sapodilla Cayes region; and shallow reef which consists of shallow patches of reefs and/or sea grass beds.

The reserve is home to wide variety of critical habitats and species.  Endangered hawksbill turtles (Eretmochelys imbricocta) nest on the white sand beaches of many of the cayes.  Whale sharks (Rhincodon typus) are known to frequent the area.  The SCMR is home to at least three known spawning aggregation sites for a variety of grouper, snapper and other species, including the endangered Nassau grouper (Epinephelus striatus).  In addition to these important species the reefs of the SCMR are thought to be representative of the southern portion of the Belize Barrier Reef and include a number of sites with very high live coral cover as well as recovering populations of elkhorn coral (Acropora palmata).  Although there are many threats to the natural resources much of the habitat remains in good condition.

The Sapodilla Cayes area has long been used by Guatemalans, Hondurans and to a lesser extent by Belizeans for swimming, snorkeling, diving and fishing. Despite their remoteness, these cayes are easily accessible by sea. Tourists visiting the area come mainly from Guatemala and Honduras by tour boats and private yachts, and usually camp in the area for several days at a time. Visitations are year-round with peak use in April, August, and October (Police Log Books; Fisheries Department). The reserve is also frequently visited by Belizean and non-Belizean fishermen.

In 2001 the Toledo Association for Sustainable Tourism and Empowerment (TASTE) signed a co-management agreement with the Department of Fisheries for the management of the SCMR.  TASTE is a registered non-governmental organization created in April 2000. TASTE was formed by members of BTIA – Toledo for the specific purpose of co-managing the Sapodilla Caye Marine Reserve. The mission of TASTE is to assist in the sustainable and appropriate development of Toledo and its citizens through the empowerment process. TASTE focal groups include educators, indigenous people, low- income farmers, fishermen, tour guides, marginalized men, women and youth.  On February 1, 2001, the Fisheries Department and TASTE signed a Memorandum of Understanding to co-manage the Sapodilla Cayes Marine Reserve, a MPA within the Belize Barrier Reef World Heritage Site. TASTE’s priority is the co-management of the SCMR.  The memorandum of understanding was expanded in 2003 to give TASTE the lead role in management activities.  TASTE and the Fisheries Department continue to work closely together as TASTE transitions towards full-delegated authority.

TASTE is staffed by a professional team and volunteers, who network, counsel, coordinate, participate, facilitate, and support the activities and programs of Toledo’s marginalized citizens.  The core team at TASTE consists of an Executive Director, Science Coordinator, Technical Coordinator and Administrative Assistant.  In addition TASTE works closely with the SCMR’s Fisheries Department staff as well as the Punta Gorda Office of the Fisheries Department for day-to-day activities.  In addition to a strong and dedicated core team of staff TASTE consists of a board of directors/founder members, a management team for the SCMR, and an Advisory Committee. The management team has recently undergone an expansion and now is comprised of twelve members who represent a wide spectrum of primary level stakeholders. This team augments the 2002 management team and will be responsible for executive decision-making in the SCMR. Represented on this team are the President and Treasurer of TASTE, the past Chairman of Rio Grande Fishermen Coop and a fisherman representative from the Coop, two Tour Guides who are members of the TTGA, two owners of Businesses and have leases on Islands in the SCMR, a teacher from Toledo Community College, two members from SCMR Fisheries staff and a concerned citizen of Punta Gorda. 

TASTE carries out its operations through grants, donations, in-kind contributions and sponsorships. TASTE has a five-year strategic plan and associated budget, although financial resources for management continue to be limited.  This strategic plan accounts for all of the major goals for the management of the marine reserve, including science, enforcement, community participation and outreach, and organizational development.  TASTE’s history includes management of a number of successful projects with grant funding, all of which required development, management, reporting and accountability. Over the past seven years TASTE has successfully implemented a number of projects supported by grants from agencies such as: UNDP-GEF/SGP, COMPACT, PROARCA-PRODOMA, CISP-EU, CERMES-UWI, CORECOMP, UNESCO-Youth Path, PACT, PADI, Global Green Grants; NOAA and NFWF. TASTE does not receive any of the fees collected at the Reserve for its part in achieving the management goals. TASTE also has a successful track record working with local community members and regional partners as well as other international partners.  TASTE is an active member of Toledo Civil Society, a member of the Marine Protected Areas Working Group, Tri-National Alliance for the Conservation of the Gulf of Honduras (TRIGOH) and Association of Protected Area Managers Organization (APAMO).

Over the past two years TASTE has worked diligently to expand its capacity and impact, specifically in terms of scientific monitoring and research.  A comprehensive monitoring plan has been developed for the reserve and a three-year research and monitoring program drafted.  TASTE continues to work with local and international partners to carry out important research and monitoring projects.  Examples include a comprehensive coral health project begun in 2007 with support from Earthwatch, as well as assistance with monitoring and research activities in coordination with the Nature Conservancy, the Connectivity Targeted Research project, and of course our primary partner the Fisheries Department.  These activities are helping to establish a baseline on the biological resources contained within the reserve and help to inform management decision-making. 

Project Background

One of the constraints for effective management of the Sapodilla Cayes Marine Reserve has been the lack of consistent biological monitoring, caused in part by high rates of staff turnover and insufficient funding. Without consistent biologically significant data, it is impossible to effectively manage resources of the SCMR.  In recognition of the need for better biological information, TASTE-SCMR, the Fisheries Department and other partners have worked to develop a monitoring plan for the SCMR. The plan includes monitoring of coral health, coral reef fish, commercial species (conch, lobster and commercial finfish), birds, sea grass, sea turtles and water quality.  This plan incorporates the activities and methodologies employed by a number of local, national and international partners such as the Belize Fisheries Department, Earthwatch, MesoAmerican Barrier Reef System Project (MBRS), Long-term Atoll Monitoring Program (LAMP), Coral Reef Targeted Research Project, and others; with the goal of generating scientific data for management decision-making.   Earthwatch and other local and international partners have pledged to support TASTE-SCMR as it works to expand biological monitoring.  

The development of the monitoring plan was a crucial step towards ensuring the consistent collection of biological data for the management of the SCMR.  However, the implementation of this plan will require additional funding and human resources.  This grant seeks to address those issues through the creation of a community researcher program and the provision of key supports for the implementation of the monitoring plan.  The community researcher program would look to train key stakeholders in basic monitoring techniques so that they would be able to assist with monitoring and research within the SCMR.  The community researcher program will also serve as a training and educational opportunity for SCMR users.  TASTE hopes that by giving key stakeholders practical training in marine monitoring methods they will develop a greater understanding as to the conservation and management needs within the park.  Many stakeholders have expressed an interest in learning more about what the co-managers as well as other national, regional and international researchers are doing within the SCMR.  By providing training and employment opportunities for interested participants TASTE will be able to more actively engage stakeholders in all research and monitoring activities. 

The objectives and activities of this grant are as follows:

This project will finalize and implement the monitoring plan and create a biological database for the Sapodilla Cayes Marine Reserve (SCMR).  The co-management team for the SCMR has developed a draft monitoring plan to systematize biological monitoring.  One constraint to effective management at the SCMR is the lack of ecosystem information; this project will expand biological knowledge and include local stakeholders and reserve managers.  Through consultations with relevant local and national organizations, training for rangers and local participants, and the creation of a computer database, this project would finalize the monitoring plan and provide a trained local team for data collection.  

1) Finalize monitoring plan with help partners (2 weeks)

Currently there is no standardized monitoring protocol for the reserve, although a basic monitoring plan has been drafted from the SCMR management plan.  This activity would focus on finalizing this document integrating existing research and monitoring strategies from a range of local, national and international partners.  

2) Train local team in monitoring methods (2 weeks)

With help from partners a key team of local people potentially including: staff, university students, local fishermen and tour guides; will be identified and trained to enable quality data collection.  This team (8-10 people) will provide managers with a trained core of volunteers for data collection

3) Develop database for monitoring data (2 weeks)

Based on the finalized monitoring plan a simple database will be developed which will allow for centralized storage and retrieval of relevant biological information.  Currently there is no easily accessible and centralized location for the biological data collected at the SCMR.

4) Implement monitoring program (1 year)

With a trained team it will now be possible to implement the finalized monitoring plan.  The data collected will provide managers with valuable biological information about the conditions within the reserve, giving them a powerful tool for management decision making.

Report on Grant Activities

1) Finalize monitoring plan with help partners
The SCMR monitoring plan was approved in December of 2006.  A trip was made to Belize City in November of 2005 to meet with the Fisheries Department and other researchers to discuss the elements of the Monitoring Plan.  The plan was also circulated widely to scientists and managers in the region and internationally to ensure that it was as inclusive as possible.  The goal of the monitoring plan is to provide a framework for all further monitoring activities within the SCMR.  This plan is currently being implemented.  A copy of the monitoring plan is attached.  This monitoring plan has now been in implementation for the past year and a half.  In early 2008 the findings from all past monitoring at the SCMR were combined into a “State of the Park” Report.  This report was distributed to all partners and a newsletter of the findings was designed and disseminated to local partners and key stakeholders.  A copy of this newsletter is attached to this report.
2) Train local team in monitoring methods 

A monitoring team was trained in May of 2007.  This team consisted of members of the Punta Gorda Fishermen’s Association, Toledo Tour Guides Association, students from the University of Belize, as well as interested community members.  This training was highly successful.  All participants learned coral and fish ID, basic monitoring methods as well as coastal ecology.  This training consisted of two half day in class sessions and a three-day field session.  The success of this training has gained the attention of a number of local partners and funding agencies.  In August of 2007 TASTE received additional funding from the United Nations Development Project COMPACT to train additional community members in monitoring techniques and to offer them stipends to assist with research and monitoring at the SCMR.  These trainings were conducted in November 2007 and January 2008 and those trainees together with the group trained by Rufford have been actively conducting monitoring in the SCMR as well as with other local NGO’s and researchers in the area.

3) Develop database for monitoring data

A database for data has been developed.  This database and filing system can store all hard copies and digital data for biological monitoring in the SCMR.  This system is supplemented by a number of digital databases developed by MBRS and the Nature Conservancy, which store additional monitoring information.  These databases have been crucial in TASTE’s ability to evaluate the monitoring at the SCMR.  Through funds from Rufford Small Grants, TASTE was able to purchase a new computer, which is dedicated to data storage and management.
4) Implement monitoring program 

The monitoring plan is currently being implemented with data being collected according to the developed schedule.  These activities have been supported by the Rufford funds, especially in regards to fuel and supplies.  This data is being added to the SCMR database and is being used to assist with management decision-making.  As mentioned above, in February of 2008 the data that has been collected through the monitoring program at the SCMR was collated and put into a “State of the Park” Report.  This report was distributed to all partners and a number of stakeholder groups.  Additionally, data that was collected through this project informed the development of a professional paper and presentation at the International Coral Reef Symposium (ICRS) held in July of 2008.  The funds from Rufford were instrumental in TASTE developing and implementing a solid monitoring program at the SCMR.

Lessons Learned and Next Steps

Overall this grant has been very successful.  Some of the major achievements include:

-Finalization of the monitoring plan

-Implementation of the monitoring plan

-Development of a system for data management

-Training of community researchers who can assist with research and monitoring

The achievements the Rufford Small Grant Project was able to set in motion have made TASTE a leader in community involvement in science and monitoring.  Many of the students and community members that were trained with TASTE have assisted other local NGO’s in research and monitoring projects.  In addition these trained community researchers have played an important role in ensuring that the monitoring programs at the SCMR are conducted according to the monitoring plan.

As TASTE looks forward we will plan to continue to engage and build on the success of our community researcher program.  Although there were some difficulties at the onset of the project most which were related to trying to coordinate the varied schedules of the community participants, we have learned a great deal and are looking forward to continuing to engage community members.  The success of this project can be measured by the further support for enhancing the program through funding from COMPACT.  These funds have trained additional researchers and provided for stipends for researchers to assist with monitoring efforts.  TASTE is very happy with the success of this project and will continue to train and utilize the community researchers in our science and monitoring programs.  We are also interested in expanding this program to create a researcher club, which will be more active in conservation activities across Southern Belize.  

Financial Statement

	Activity
	Funds Spent
	Funds Spent

	Stipend and Travel
	BZ$2,500.00
	£750.00

	Local travel
	BZ$475.98
	£142.79

	Honorarium for trainers
	BZ$1,200.00
	£360.00

	Training activities and food
	BZ$2,050.00
	£615.00

	Fuel
	BZ$4,035.00
	£1,210.50

	Food for monitoring trips
	BZ$775.00
	£232.50

	Snorkel Gear
	BZ$1,116.50
	£334.95

	Computer for database
	BZ$2,658.18
	£797.45

	Monitoring supplies
	BZ$1,650.00
	£495.00

	Total
	BZ$16,460.66
	£4,938.20

	Total Disbursed
	BZ$16,650.00
	£4,995.00

	Funds Remaining
	BZ$189.34
	£56.80


*The remaining funds were used for fuel for subsequent monitoring trips

Attachments

Pictures of activities

SCMR Monitoring Plan

SCMR State of the Park Report Newsletter

Pictures
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Figure 1: Community researcher in class training session
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Figure 2: Community researcher group heading out for first training at the SCMR
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Figure 3: Trainer Jocelyn Finch demonstrates measuring coral colonies
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Figure 4: Community researchers review data sheets for monitoring methodologies
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Figure 5: Christina Garcia illustrating proper methods for measuring of coral colonies
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Figure 6: Community researcher measuring coral colony size
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Figure 7: Community researchers hard at work in the SCMR
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Figure 8: Community researcher conducting research at SCMR
[image: image10.jpg]



Figure 9: Community researchers collecting landings data
