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Western Highlands of Guatemala

OVERVIEW
Pinabete (Abies guatemalensis) is a threatened species of fir unique to the Western Highlands of
Guatemala. There is a strong demand for the foliage of this tree in the markets of the larger cities
during the Christmas season. The native range of this species coincides with an area of Guatemala that
is densely populated by indigenous Maya subsistence farmers. Often the branches of the tree are
illegally harvested by residents from these communities and sold on the black market, generating cash
but severely compromising the sustainability of this natural resource.
Collaborations have sought to promote viable alternative management practices that promote the
conservation of this species and that spur opportunities for income generation in these regions that
suffer from extreme levels of poverty.
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UNDERSTANDING THE CONTEXT
•Pinabete is endemic to Guatemala occurring at 2,400 – 3,400 meters, it is a threatened species and
has been Red Listed by the International Union for Conservation of Nature due to:
Overgrazing
Land Conversion
Over Harvesting
Forest Fires
•This same region is densely populated by indigenous Maya subsistence farmers
•This area experienced extreme violence during the country’s 36-year civil war resulting in a
marginalized population that suffers from insecure land tenure, illiteracy, and poverty.
•Collectively, these factors result in increasing resource pressure on marginal land.

CONSIDERING THE OPTIONS
•Researchers have assessed alternative management practices that may generate
income, conserve this threatened species, and contribute to the long-term viability of these rural
communities.
•Identified options include:
Agroforestry Systems
Christmas Tree Plantations
Reforestation
•Researchers considered different models of extension programming to efficiently deliver technical
information related to these new practices; these efforts have taken the form of a “train the
trainer” model in collaboration with agricultural cooperatives and women groups in these areas.
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•For several years a variety of institutions have collaborated to promote viable management
options and policies to conserve this threatened species, examples of these efforts include:
•Extension - Through collaboration with the Guatemalan Forest Service and Virginia Cooperative
Extension several workshops were held throughout the country to educate local technicians on
the silvicultural practices to legally produce a marketable Christmas tree via cultivation in a
registered plantation, in pure stands or as a component to an agroforestry system. These
sessions highlighted opportunities to integrate soil conservation, nitrogen-fixing cover crops, and
coppice techniques to improve overall farm yield and sustainability.
•Research - A financial analysis was performed for three cultivation systems for use in project
development efforts between forest technicians and community groups. Additionally, a variety of
research efforts are underway with the University of Concepción, Chile to assess socioeconomic
factors in Highland communities that lead to excessive resource extraction.

EVALUATING THE IMPACT
•Researchers estimate that approximately 5% of the natural pinabete forest remained in 1999.
Since the inception of the program, the Guatemalan Forest Service has registered 85 new
plantations representing approximately 100 hectares of new cultivation.
•Registered plantations include agroforestry systems, Christmas tree plantations, protected
mature forests and reforested areas.
•These projects have engaged diverse communities and served to strengthen a cooperative
outreach model that was largely destroyed during the civil war due to concerns that these rural
groups may be collaborating with guerilla networks.
•While the primary programmatic objectives are income generation and species
conservation, researchers are interested in assessing the impact of these new land management
practices on overall soil health, carbon sequestration, and watershed services.
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