RESULTS IN MOTION

Managing Watersheds, Protecting
the Mesoamerican Reef

Public—private actions scale watershed and coastal protection

AT A GLANCE

Project Name: Integrated Transboundary Ridges-to-Reef
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Countries: Belize, Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico
Agency: WWF

GEF Financing: $10.0 million

Co-financing: $51.3 million

CHALLENGE

The Mesoamerican Reef Ecoregion spans over 1,000
km of coastline and integrates cloud forests, river
systems, mangroves, seagrass beds, and coral reefs
across Belize, Guatemala, Honduras, and Mexico.
Economic pressures from agriculture, aquaculture,
tourism, and urban growth intensified sediment and
nutrient loading, degraded freshwater and coastal
habitats, and weakened resilience to storms and sea-
level rise. Fragmented governance, siloed sectoral
policies, and absent transboundary coordination
obscured upstream-downstream linkages and limited
the region’s capacity to manage risks.

Regional ambitions existed but lacked
instrumentation. The Tulum and Tulum+8
Declarations were mandated by the Central American
Commission on Environment and Development
(CCAD). Yet, national policy coherence, sustainable
financing, and practical integration between integrated
water resources management (IWRM) and integrated
coastal management (ICM) were insufficient. Climate
stressors—warmer waters, sargassum blooms, and
stronger storms—compounded these gaps. A ridge-
to-reef approach was needed to align countries
around shared diagnostics, policy instruments,
targeted demonstrations, and financing mechanisms
to conserve ecosystems and secure livelihoods for 12
million people.
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3.4 million hectares of priority watersheds
brought under IWRM, applying watershed plans
and demonstrations that strengthened resilience
to floods and erosion and improved water quality.

323,600 hectares of coastal and marine
ecosystems managed under ICM, supported by
policy tools and restoration actions that enhanced
resilience to coastal hazards and coral disease.

Four countries endorsed a Transboundary
Diagnostic Analysis (TDA) and a Strategic
Action Program (SAP) in 2023, with seven
regional policy instruments and four national
policies adopted to operationalize ridge-to-reef
management.

3,700 participants trained in IWRM and 1,180
in ICM, including regulators, utilities, producers,
and tourism operators; women represented a
significant share across both streams.

Private sector uptake with 36 tourism actors
adopting good aquifer protection management
practices; sugar mills maintained Bonsucro
certification and palm producers maintained
RSPO compliance, advancing voluntary standards.



APPROACH

Positioning transboundary collaboration through

CCAD enabled shared diagnostics and harmonized
policy instruments, culminating in an endorsed TDA

and SAP. Addressing upstream drivers through IWRM
demonstrations established management plans across
priority basins, paired with public—private mechanisms
such as water funds to mobilize resources. On the coast,
ICM actions advanced marine spatial planning, mangrove
strategies, and tourism best practices, providing
operators with guidelines and training to protect aquifers
and nearshore habitats. Leveraging voluntary standards
in sugar, palm oil, fisheries, and aquaculture-aligned
producer practices with environmental performance and
targeted capacity building, professionalized wastewater
operations in tourism hotspots.

The ridge-to-reef approach linked upstream governance
and practice with downstream ecosystem health,
strengthening management across priority watersheds
and coastal zones and contributing to reductions in
pollutant loads. Combining regional policy reforms,
national adoption, and site-level implementation
improved cost effectiveness by targeting drivers and
convening multi-sector actors.
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)) On the coast, ICM actions

advanced marine spatial
planning, mangrove strategies,
and tourism best practices.

LESSONS LEARNED

Governance and sequencing proved decisive:
establishing CCAD-led processes and delivering TDA-
SAP early created a coherent frame within which national
policies and site demonstrations could advance. Bridging
land—sea management requires persistent integration;
practical coordination between IWRM and ICM teams,
shared data platforms, and aligned incentives helped
translate ridge-to-reef from concept to practice. Private
sector engagement worked when standards were
feasible and accompanied by technical assistance;
certification costs and credit constraints limited

smaller producers, pointing to the need for de-risking
instruments. Gender participation was substantive in
training, but future programming should embed women'’s
roles in decision making and technical operations to
consolidate gains and improve safety and inclusion.

LOOKING AHEAD

Implementation of the SAP provides the roadmap for
scaling ridge-to-reef. Priorities include resourcing CCAD
and national agencies to operationalize monitoring;
expanding water funds and blended finance to de-risk
small- and mid-size producers; and mainstreaming
tourism good practices through certification and
municipal planning. Strengthening the Regional
Environmental Observatory as a decision-support tool will
sustain cross-country learning and accountability. With
policy instruments in place and proven demonstrations,
replication across additional basins and coastal zones is
feasible, contingent on targeted financing and continued
public—private partnerships. Following the successful
implementation of this project, the Council of Ministers of
the CCAD mandated in 2024 the expansion of the ridge-to-
reef approach beyond the Mesoamerican Reef to all SICA
(Central American Integration System) member states.
The GEF is supporting this source-to-sea scaling up effort
through a new $20 million investment (GEF ID 11520).



