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AMERICAS



Guatemala is located between latitudes 
13.7 and 17.8 ºN, with approximately 
150 km of Atlantic coast (Gulf of Hon-

borders Mexico, Belize, El Salvador and 
Honduras.

It is a democratic republic with an 
elected president heading the executive 
branch of the government. The legisla-
tive system consists of a unicameral 
congress with popularly elected repre-
sentatives. The country is divided into 22 
provinces or departments, each headed 
by a governor. Department subdivisions 
or municipalities are administrated by 
mayors, and communities by Commu-
nity Development Councils (COCODE, 
in Spanish).

Guatemala is a multicultural country 
with more than 20 Mayan ethnic groups, 
as well as Xinca, Garífuna and ladino (mixed descent) communities. The population increased by 35% between 
1994 and 2002 (INE 2002), reaching a total of 11.2 million in 2002. The majority of the population, more than 8 
million people, live in the highlands where the climate is favorable and soils are better for agriculture. The depart-
ment of Guatemala is the most populated administrative division with 1195 people/km2 and the department of 
Petén the least populated with just 11 people/km2 (INE 2002).

Climax vegetation in Guatemala’s most humid regions is evergreen or semi-deciduous broadleaf forest. Annual 
precipitation is between 1000 and 5000 mm and average temperatures range from 15 to 28 ºC (MAGA 2002). Wet-
lands with forest cover account for 4290 km2, including mangroves. The total area of inland waters is 2800 km2. The 
southern highlands only receive 1000 to 1500 mm of rainfall annually and coniferous and mixed forests dominate 
these areas. Inland valleys are the most arid regions of Guatemala with an annual rainfall of 600 mm and average 
temperatures from 23 to 28 ºC. Natural vegetation in these areas is thorn scrub and dry forest.

Forests currently cover 37% of the country, natural grasslands and scrub, 30%, and agricultural areas, 28% (MAGA 
2006). In most of Guatemala, scrubland is part of the slash and burn agricultural system.

Guatemala can be divided into four zoogeographic regions for birds: the lowlands of the Atlantic slope have an 
area of 52,400 km2 and correspond to the biome Gulf-Caribbean Slope (GCS). The highlands (37,500 km2) are 

2) and inland valleys (5400 km2)
et al. 1996).



The Ministry of the Environment and Natural Resources (MARN, in 
Spanish) is the government authority responsible for the environment. 
Guatemala’s protected area system currently covers 32% of the country 
(CONAP 2007), these areas were legalized through the Law on Protected 
Areas (Decree 4-89 and subsequent reforms). The National Council on 
Protected Areas (CONAP, in Spanish) is the government authority re-
sponsible for reserve management. Many reserves are jointly managed 
by other government agencies (for example, the National Institute of 
Forests, Institute of Archaeology and History), NGOs or private entities. 
Of 94 protected areas declared between 2001 and 2006, 79 are private 
reserves (CONAP 2007), showing a high level of interest in the private 

sector for conservation. Several protected areas are critically threatened.

The Guatemalan government has signed several international agree-
ments related to biodiversity conservation, among them, 1) The Ramsar 
Convention on Wetlands, until April 2008, seven wetlands had been des-
ignated Ramsar sites, although none maintain 1% of a global or regional 
population of waterbird; 2) Convention on International Trade in Endan-
gered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora; 3) Convention on Biological Di-
versity; 4) UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (and Kyoto 
Protocol); 5) Convention on Biodiversity Conservation and Protection 
of Priority Wilderness Areas in Central America.

A total of 725 species have been recorded in Guatemala, of which 
487 reproduce in the country and 238 are non-breeding, including 
Neartic or Neotropical migratory species and vagrants (Eisermann & 
Avendaño 2007). One species, Atitlan Grebe (Podilymbus gigas), was 
endemic to Lago Atitlán and is now considered extinct (Hunter 1988, 

BirdLife International 2007). The country holds populations of 10 
globally threatened species (Table 1).

The principal threat to species of conservation interest is habitat al-
teration, especially conversion of primary forest to agricultural land. 
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Other threats include mining, unsustainable forestry, infrastructure 

environmental pollution (including inappropriate waste management; 
Spillmann et al. 2000). Some species also suffer from direct persecu-

parrot chicks (Psittacidae). Climate change will cause habitat alteration 
and destruction (Tejeda-Cruz & Sutherland 2005, IPCC 2007a,b). Fur-
thermore, Thomas et al. (2004) calculate that 15-37% of species will 
become extinct through this cause. Infectious diseases could constitute 

are the most well-known group of animals, information is still lacking 
on population dynamics and the reaction of populations to different 
natural and human-related impacts.

Guatemala holds populations of range-restricted birds within two En-
demic Bird Areas (EBAs). Approximately 37,500 km2 (35% of the 
country) is above 900 m in altitude, corresponding to about 25% of 
the North Central American highlands (EBA 018). A further 13,600 
km2

slope (EBA 017), representing 45% of this EBA. Five species belonging 
to EBA 018 are restricted to the highlands of Guatemala and Chiapas, 
Mexico: Horned Guan (Oreophasis derbianus), Bearded Screech-owl 
(Megascops barbarus), Pink-headed Warbler (Ergaticus versicolor),
Azure-rumped Tanager (Tangara cabanisi) and Black-capped Sis-
kin (Carduelis atriceps). Two species restricted to EBA 019 (Central 
American Caribbean slope), Grey-headed Piprites (Piprites griseiceps)
and Snowy Cotinga (Carpodectes nitidus) occur in Guatemala on an 
irregular basis (Eisermann & Avendaño 2007).

-



Of these, 16 hold populations of globally threatened birds (CR, EN or VU), 
nine hold restricted-range species and 18 hold biome-restricted species. Of 
22 globally Near Threatened species, 20 occur regularly in IBAs (Table 
2). Only two IBAs hold a population larger than 1% of any biogeographic 
population of waterbirds, these are Least Grebe (Tachybaptus dominicus),
Bare-throated Tiger-heron (Tigrisoma mexicanum) and Wood Stork (Myc-
teria americana) in the IBA Maya-Lacandón and American White Pelican 
(Pelecanus erythrorhynchos) in the IBA Manchón-Guamuchal.

The IBA network covers 51,884 km2 (48% of Guatemala) and areas of 
individual IBAs range from 43.6 to 20,950 km2 (Table 3). Of the total 
IBA area, 61.2% (31,770 km2) is undisturbed habitat (mainly primary 
forest, natural scrub and wetlands). Habitat disturbed through human 
activity (mainly agricultural land and secondary scrub) covers 38.3% 
(19,885 km2) of IBAs, and urban areas make up 0.5% or 229 km2.
Given that the total area of IBAs in Guatemala is very large, a priority 
setting exercise was performed between and within IBAs (Box 3).
Of the total IBA area in Guatemala, 60% (31,000 km2) is located within 
protected areas and 40% (20,884 km2) lack legal protection. Coverage 
of protected areas in individual IBAs varies between 0 and 100% (Table 
4). All IBAs in Guatemala contain human settlements. According to 
the most recent census (INE 2002) population density in IBAs varies 
between 3 and 295 people/km2, with highest densities in the highlands 
where the climate is favorable and soils are more fertile (Table 4).

Seven additional sites are considered as potential IBAs, including one 
-

ened species occur, Parkinson’s Petrel (Procellaria parkinsoni) and 
Pink-footed Shearwater ( ) (Jehl 1974, Velásquez 

More information is also needed to designate the following sites as 
terrestrial IBAs: Xutilhá (Petén), Sierra de Chamá (Alta Verapaz), Vi-
sis Cabá (Quiché), Volcán Tecuamburro (Santa Rosa), Volcán Suchitán 
(Jutiapa) and Sipacate-Naranjo (Escuintla).

239



1
1

1
2

2
2

2

1

1

1
2
2
1
1
1

2
3
3

1
2

2

2

1
1

8
2
2
3
4
1
6
4
1
5
9
5

2
5

7

2

4

3
2

X
X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X
X

X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

X

X

X

X
X
X

X

X

X

GT001

GT002

GT003

GT004

GT005

GT006

GT007

GT008

GT009

GT010

GT011

GT012

GT013

GT014

GT015

GT016

GT017

GT018

GT019

GT020

GT021

Maya-Lacandón

IBAs in Guatemala cover almost half the country’s area, an indication 
of the country’s conservation importance in Mesoamerica. Focusing 
conservation efforts on undisturbed habitats (61% of the total IBA area 

A3 in IBAs. Habitat for several forest specialists has been considerably 
reduced by human activities. Until population viability studies indicate 
the opposite, it must be assumed that habitat restoration is necessary 
for the survival of these species (Box 2, Box 3). However, this rep-
resents a serious challenge to an agricultural country with a rapidly 
growing human population.

It is believed that the designation of large IBAs, which include altered 
habitat, represents an advantage to conservation in Guatemala. This 
conservation initiative is aimed at all facets of Guatemalan society, 
given that land ownership in IBAs spans state, community and private 
properties. The designation of IBAs by BirdLife International is a cer-

It is hoped that this will further motivate the private sector to protect 

of sustainable use of landscape, for example in low-impact tourism 
(such as bird watching) or research.

The principal conservation goals in IBAs in Guatemala are: (1) re-
duce the rate of undisturbed habitat loss and (2) increase coverage of 
restored habitat. Tools for IBA monitoring could include vegetation 
coverage maps, such as that produced by the Ministry of Agriculture 
and Stockbreeding (MAGA 2006) and future updates. Some areas 
are currently located within target funding areas for conservation, for 
example, the volcanic chain, Sierra de los Cuchumatanes, Sierra de 
las Minas and the Maya Biosphere Reserve, supported by the Critical 
Ecosystem Partnership Fund and the US Tropical Forest Conserva-
tion Act. Other areas of conservation importance have been largely 
ignored to date, such as the highlands in the departments of Quiché and 
Alta Verapaz including the following IBAs: Cerro El Amay (GT006), 

Lachuá-Ik’bolay (GT008), Candelaria-Campur (GT009), Sacranix 
(GT007) and Yalijux (GT010; Box 3).

Local conditions vary between IBAs in terms of human population 
density, cultural traditions, land ownership, local economy and distri-

tors among local interests which include participation of local govern-
ment bodies, community councils, NGOs, companies and academia. 
A basic requirement for conservation within IBAs is to increase levels 
of education among Guatemalan society. Twenty-eight percent of the 
population over 15 are illiterate, this is the highest illiteracy rate in the 
region after Haiti (CEPAL 2007). A higher level of education would 
help to slow down population growth, increase environmental aware-
ness and consequently diminish pressure on natural areas.

pressure on natural areas. While many private companies have turned 
to these crops, rural communities continue to produce somewhat un-

ently, many organizations responsible for providing this advice, either 
governmental or NGOs, do not have the capacity to do so. This guid-
ance requires training in conjunction with the private sector. It is also 
necessary to regulate crop distribution for biofuel production, given 
that such crops could convert large areas of forest into plantations.

Tourism can contribute to conservation if it is carried out in a responsi-
ble manner. Currently, birdwatching tourism is becoming increasingly 
popular in Guatemala, and guidance must be provided on how to avoid 
negative impacts (Sekercioglu 2002, van der Duim & Henkens 2007), 
especially for threatened species.

Research focused on population dynamics could provide more infor-
mation on the needs of trigger species with a view to ensuring their 
long-term survival. Scientists carry this responsibility to provide and 



Data sources
reports on Guatemalan birds, compiled by the PROEVAL RAXMU Bird Monitor-
ing Program in a recent bibliography (Eisermann & Avendaño 2006), as well as 

The species lists according to IBA criteria are based on current knowledge of bird 
distributions and use the following sources: globally threatened species (BirdLife 
International 2007), species restricted to EBAs or biomes according to the Central 
American IBA Technical Committee, based on Howell & Webb (1995), Statters-

et al. (1998) and Stotz et al. (1996). For the A4 criteria, continental estimates
were used (Rich et al. 2004, Wetlands International 2006, Morrison et al. 2006; for 
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promote knowledge of key species. Transmitting this knowledge to 
government level and the general public requires more than just inter-

and conservation institutions. In order to channel increased funding 
for conservation, it is necessary to promote the value of biodiversity at 
political level, both nationally and internationally.

It is hoped that IBAs will prove a useful tool with which to focus con-
servation efforts in Guatemala, either at national level, for example, by 
focusing forest conservation incentives offered by the National Forests 
Institute (INAB, in Spanish), or internationally, by bringing in funds 
for conservation.



seabirds, del Hoyo et al. 1992 and BirdLife International 2004a), recent estimates 
for sites in Guatemala were taken from Eisermann (2006) and Sigüenza (2007).

Notable records of birds in Guatemala are published regularly in the Central 
American section of the North American Birds journal (edition in preparation: 
Jones & Komar 2008).

Through a citizen science program, simple monitoring of bird populations in 
IBAs has been in progress since 2006 using the Christmas Bird Counts in IBAs 
Maya-Lacandón and Atitlán (see http://audubon.org/bird/cbc/ and http://guate-
malabirding.com/birdcount.htm). Birdwatchers can upload information on casual 
observations at Guatemala’s eBird portal (http://ebird.org/content/guatemala/). 
Finally, the Guatemalan Ornithological Society’s website provides information 
on IBAs in Guatemala: http://avesdeguatemala.org.

Contact information
Knut Eisermann (knut.eisermann@avesdeguatemala.org)
Sociedad Guatemalteca de Ornitología

Ambiental y Social (CALAS)
Avenida Mariscal 13-59, Zona 11
Guatemala Ciudad, Guatemala
sgo@avesdeguatemala.org
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