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AMERICAS



Mexico’s location on the American continent provides for a context of considerable opportunities as well as 
challenges in terms of social, political and cultural relations. It is also the reason behind a vast biological 
diversity. The country acts a bridge between North and Central America, representing the dividing line 
between the Nearctic and Neotropical biogeographic provinces. The country’s cultural make-up results from 
a mix of indigenous peoples who learnt to live both in the northern deserts and plains as well as in the tropical 
rainforests to the south.

Mexico has a total area of 1,972,550 km2 and is separated from the United States to the north by a 5000 km
border (INEGI 2008). To the south, the Yucatán Peninsula and state of Chiapas border Guatemala and 
Belize along the Maya Forest and the Usumacinta River, currently one of the largest rivers on the continent 
not to be dammed. To the east and west lie the Caribbean and the Pacific Ocean, respectively. The country’s 
insular territory has an area of 6000 km2 which includes approximately 371 islands (CONABIO 1998). 
Mexico has a shoreline of approximately 11,000 km, with almost 130 coastal lagoons and a marine 

territory of 2,946,825 km2.

The Republic of Mexico is one of the most populated countries on Earth, with more than 103 million 
inhabitants registered in 2005. The capital alone, Mexico City, is a metropolis exceeding 18 million 
inhabitants, including its suburban zones. Mexico is a federation of 32 states, in turn, made up of 2438 
municipalities, representing the building blocks of local government. Most of the land in Mexico is owned 
by the population, either privately (36.8%) or as communal property (52.2%). Only 11% belongs to the State 
(INEGI 2008). The country has one of the highest rates of inequality in the world according to the National 
Human Development Index (UNDP 2006). In 2002, half the population lived below the poverty line, and 20% 
in extreme poverty. Mexico’s indigenous population exceeds 12 million people, with 62 ethnic and language 
groups in the country (Navarrete-Linares 2008).

In terms of biological wealth, Mexico is one of the 12 megadiverse countries identified by Mittermeier and 
Goettsch in 1992, with beta diversity (the rate of change in species composition across habitats) being one 
of the most impressive of these countries (Koleff & Soberon et al. 2008). According to the conservation 
assessment of Latin American ecoregions by Dinerstein et al. (1995), Mexico contains 51 of the 191 terrestrial 
ecoregions, the highest number of ecoregions in Latin America, of which 14 are considered global priorities 
(CONABIO 1998). Mexico holds first place in number of reptile species (707 spp.), second for mammals 
(439 spp.) and fourth in amphibian (2020 spp.) and plant richness (26,000 spp.). The highest proportion 
of endemic species are among the cactuses, of which 79% of the 900 species recorded are endemic. Sixty 
percent of amphibians and 52 % of reptiles are also endemic to Mexico (Mittermeier & Goettsch 1992).

The nine main vegetation types according to classifications used in the country are distributed as follows: 
xerophytic scrub (37.62%), pine-oak forest (19.35%), tropical deciduous forest (13.77%), tropical evergreen 
forest (9.95%), grassland (8.17%), thorn scrub (5.8%), semi-deciduous tropical forest (3.24%), aquatic and 
semi-aquatic vegetation (1.18%) and montane cloud forest (0.92%; Rzedowski 1978).

Among the principal environmental problems faced by the country are a high rate of deforestation due to 
agriculture and cattle ranching. By 2002, primary forest had been reduced by 50% of original coverage 
(Challenger et al. 2009). Other problems threatening biodiversity include large-scale tourism development, 
water pollution and disruption of the water table due to urban development. As with other countries in the 
region, Mexico also faces challenges associated with free markets, migration from rural areas, insufficient 
infrastructure and technological development and a lack of organization in rural agriculture.



Interest in environmental conservation in Mexico dates back several 

established in 1876. Subsequently, the institutional structure for 
environmental management was created between 1920 and the 1940s. 
As part of UNESCO’s Man and Biosphere Programme, the Mexican 
scientist, Gonzálo Halfter, coined the Biosphere Reserve concept in the 
1970s, creating a new conservation paradigm which takes into account 
human use of nature. However, it was not until 2000 that the National 
Protected Areas Commission (CONANP, in Spanish) was created. By 
2008, 164 protected areas had been designated by decree in Mexico, 
covering an area of 23,098,391 ha. Just over half (51%) of this area 
represents 38 Biosphere Reserves and just 6.5% corresponds to 68 
national parks. More than 25% of the total area has been designated 
this decade. Mexico’s ecosystems have a fair to good representation 
within the country’s protected areas. However, a recent gap analysis 
(CONABIO et al. 2007) showed that 11 terrestrial ecoregions are 
without formal protection and 50 are underrepresented, including 
medium altitude ecosystems (between 1000 and 2000 m). Vegetation 
types with low levels of protection include dry forests, Tamaulipeco 
thorn scrub and pine-oak forests.

been made towards state-level systems of protected areas although few 
systems have been implemented so far. Another important factor in 
the country has been the private and social conservation movement. 

several private conservation instruments, for example, the establishment 
of 64,000 ha in ecological easements with both individual landowners, 
cooperatives (ejidos) and communities. According to Bezaury-C reel 
and Carbonell (2009), 410,908 ha have been conserved within private 
or community reserves to date. Voluntary conservation mechanisms 
have also been strengthened through state policies, given that in 
2008 environmental legislation was changed in order to recognize 

by CONANP (DOF 2008).

Another instrument for habitat conservation, management and 

government, are the Environmental Management Units, with 8255 units 
covering 28.95 million ha (14.74% of the country’s area) registered to 
date. These units include hunting ranches, areas allowing exploitation 

wildlife breeding, among others (Bezaury-Creel & Carbonell 2009).

Nevertheless, these conservation mechanisms suffer from problems 
such as a lack of application of the law, illegal trade in fauna and 

and development pressures for tourism infrastructure. The challenges 

problems.

Mexico is party to the principal international environmental agreements, 
such as the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species 
of Wild Fauna and Flora, Convention on Biological Diversity, Ramsar 
Convention on Wetlands (74 Ramsar sites have been designated, 
covering 5,908,968 ha) and the Kyoto Protocol. CONANP, through 
the Ministry of the Environment, belongs to the International 
Union for the Conservation of Nature. The country has also signed 
environmental agreements with the United States and Canada such 
as the Trilateral Committee for Wildlife and Ecosystem Conservation 
and Management and the Commission for Environmental Cooperation 
(CEC) under the provision of the North American Free Trade 
Agreement. This commission led to the creation of the North American 
Bird Conservation Initiative in 2003. Mexico is also a benefactor of US 
legislation including the North American Wetlands Conservation Act 
and the Neotropical Migratory Bird Conservation Act.

Ornithological tradition in Mexico dates back to the end of the 1970s 
and beginning of the 1980s. Two ornithological organizations exist in 
the country, Mexican Society for Ornithology and the International 
Council for Bird Preservation - Mexico (CIPAMEX, in Spanish) 
whose principal activities are exchange of ornithological information. 
At local level, there are an increasing number of birding clubs as 
well as festivals to attract tourists and new club members. Other 

and appreciation of birds in Mexico are Pronatura (made up of six 
regional organizations); Naturalia A.C.; the Museo de las Aves in 
Saltillo, Coahuila; the Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México 
(Zoological Museum, FES Iztacala); Universidad de Guadalajara; 
Universidad Michoacana; Colegio de la Frontera Sur and Instituto 
Tecnológico de Estudios Superiores de Monterrey, to mention just a 
few. All the above institutions have set up strong research groups in 
ornithology.

In 2004, CONABIO, with the support of the Cornell Laboratory for 
Ornithology launched a web site to record bird sightings in Mexico 
(AverAves – eBird in Mexico). Currently, this database has almost 
1 million records (Berlanga pers. comm.). Participation in other 
citizen science initiatives, such as the Christmas Bird Counts have also 
increased, with counts taking place at 34 circles each year.



Mexico is placed between 10th and 12th place for the highest number 
of bird species in the world, with a total of 1050 species belonging 
to 468 genera, 79 families and 22 orders (AOU 1983, Banks et al.
2008, Escalante et al. 1993, Howell & Webb 1995). Mexico’s avifauna 
contains representatives from 82% of the world’s avian orders, 51% of 
families and 27% of genera. Mexico has 30% more birds than both the 
United States and Canada together, but within an area 10 times smaller 
than these countries.

According to IUCN and BirdLife International (2007), 10 species are 
considered as Critically Endangered, including Belding’s Yellowthroat 
(Geothlypis beldingi) and Short-crested Coquette (Lophornis
brachylophus); 16 are Endangered, such as Tuxtla Quail-dove 
(Geotrygon carrikeri) and Azure-rumped Tanager (Tangara cabanisi);

1

Mexican decree on threatened species gives a total of 71 threatened 
species in the country (DOF 2002). Among these, are species with 
their northernmost distributional limits entering Mexico, such as 
Harpy Eagle (Harpia harpyja), Resplendent Quetzal (Pharomachrus 
mocinno) and Horned Guan (Oreophasis derbianus). The latter species 
is only found in the cloud forests of Chiapas and Guatemala.

Bird Conservation Regions (Rich et al. 2004) have been 

et al. (1996) have been adapted for IBA 

with approximately 195 biome-restricted species. Among these, 
and also endemic to Mexico, are West Mexican Chachalaca 

(Ortalis poliocephala) and Elegant Quail (Callipepla douglasii)

(Campylorhynchus jocosus) and Aztec Thrush (Zoothera pinicola)
restricted to the Madrean highlands (MAH).

Approximately 98 species are politically endemic to Mexico (Berlanga 
et al. 2008), most of which also belong to one of 18 Endemic Bird Areas 

two are shared with Central America and one with the United States 
et al. 1998). The EBA with the highest number of species 

is North Central American highlands (EBA 018) with 20 restricted-
range species (split between Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras and 
Nicaragua), followed by Balsas region and interior Oaxaca (EBA 008) 

six species. Endemic and restricted-range species include San Blas Jay 
(Cyanocorax sanblasianus) in EBA 005 and EBA 008 and Oaxaca 
Sparrow (Aimophila notosticta) in EBA 008.

Mexico holds the largest number of migratory species in North 

Neotropical migrants pass through or overwinter in Mexico. More 

than half of these spend six to eight months of the year in the country 
(Rappole et al
the hemisphere, with migratory bottlenecks concentrating millions of 
birds in spectacular congregations. In Veracruz alone, some 5 million 
migratory raptors were observed during the “River of Raptors” project. 
Dominant species at this site are Turkey Vulture (Cathartes aura),
Mississippi Kite (Ictinia mississippiensis), Broad-winged Hawk (Buteo
platypterus) and Swainson’s Hawk (Buteo swainsoni; Ruelas 2007). 
Another site of great importance is the Isthmus of Tehuantepec due 

least 130 migratory species recorded at this site, 
including 4 million migratory raptors 
(Villegas et al. 2005, Nava 2007).

The most important sites for shorebirds and waterbirds in Mexico are 
the coastal wetlands in the northwest of the country. There are nine 
sites within the Western Hemisphere Shorebird Reserve Network 
(WHSRN), including Bahía de Santa María (MX228), where an 
estimated third of all shorebirds (almost 1 million birds) traveling 

a stopover site for thousands of birds en route to Panama and South 
America. Other important sites for waterbirds are Ría Celestún 
(MX183) and Ría Lagartos (MX186) in Yucatán, with important 

Birds have a great cultural value in Mexico, being present in the 
everyday life of the population, for example, in folklore, handicrafts 
and music. Due to the value placed on birds as pets, there is widespread 
trade in passerine and other ornate species in the country. Principal 
threats to birds in the country include this illegal trade, habitat loss, 
urban expansion and climate change, among others.

1 Changes in IUCN category in 2008 include, Ferruginous Hawk (Buteo regalis), Long-billed Curlew (Numenius americanus) and Brewer’s Sparrow (Spizella breweri): from NT to LC; Mountain Plover 
(Charadrius montanus) from VU to NT; Guadalupe Junco (Junco insularis), formerly CR and Slate-blue Seedeater (Amaurospiza relicta), formerly NT, are no longer recognized as valid species.



a thorough consultation process between 1996 and 1998 led by 
CIPAMEX and supported by a national committee of experts, 
academics and conservationists. A national workshop and four 
regional workshops were held as part of this process, resulting in the 
nomination of 226 IBAs, including both nationally important as well 
as global IBAs, according to the BirdLife criteria at the time. The IBA 
directory (Arizmendi & Márquez 2000) was published by CIPAMEX 
with the support of numerous institutions. The National Commission 
for Use and Knowledge of Biodiversity (CONABIO) adopted the 

ensuring wide reference to IBAs in decision-making processes within 
conservation projects in the country (Box 1).

published in the Americas. An updating and review process of the IBA 

database in Mexico was begun in 2005, with a series of workshops 
being coordinated by CONABIO between 2007 and 2008, with the 

other institutions and experts. The current global IBA inventory in 
Mexico stands at 145 (Table 1, Figure 1). Of these, 123 meet criterion 
A1, 72 apply under A2, 28 under A3, 46 under A4, of which 38 meet A4i 
and 11 meet A4ii. Ten IBAs meet all four criteria simultaneously2.
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IBAs in Mexico hold 73 of 95 threatened and Near Threatened species 
(BirdLife International 2007). Twenty-one threatened or Near Threatened 
species meet IBA criteria at just a single site in Mexico (Table 2), of 
which 14 occur at just one IBA in the Americas (in bold). El Cielo 
(MX085), in the state of Tamaulipas, has the highest number of species 
(10) meeting IBA criteria at a single site, followed by Acahuizotla-Agua 
del Obispo (MX019) and Sierra de Atoyac (MX020) with eight.

Of the 24,223,487 ha designated as IBAs in Mexico, a little less than
7 million ha (28%) are protected under a federal protection category. Other 
private and state conservation mechanisms also exist in some IBAs.

Although new databases and better knowledge of birds over the last 

10 years have allowed the national IBA inventory to be updated and 
reviewed, a gap analysis concluded that to achieve a target of 10% 
of habitat conserved for certain resident birds, it will be necessary to 
conserve almost 20% of the country (CONABIO et al. 2007). Using 
this study as a basis, CONABIO and Pronatura are collaborating on 
promoting the identification of new IBAs in the country.
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IBAs in Mexico have been used as criteria to select sites for conservation 
projects, for example by the Mexican Nature Conservation Fund and 
National Science and Technology Council (CONACyT). IBAs have 
also informed regional-scale conservation initiatives, for example, the 
Mesoamerican Biological Corridor (Box 2). At present, no systematic 
inventory exists of protection efforts, conservation projects or research 
implemented at IBAs. However, many IBAs, especially those that are 
protected areas, already have management plans. Also, Local Conservation 
Groups made up of community members have implemented conservation 
projects at many sites, including sustainable production initiatives and 

implemented projects and/or monitoring in at least 50 IBAs, and many 
other local organizations and universities have supported the study and 
conservation of birds, including research groups at Universidad Nacional 
Autónoma de México, Universidad Michoacana, Instituto Tecnológico 

de Ensenada, Universidad Juarez Autónoma de Tabasco and El Colegio 
de la Frontera Sur, to name just a few. Local NGOs implementing bird 
conservation projects include groups such as Profauna, Amigos de Sian 
Ka¨an, Naturalia, Isla and Terra Peninsular (Box 3).

Among the main challenges facing the IBA program in Mexico, are:

• increasing the area of IBAs covered by legal or private protection 
categories;

• establishing a monitoring network (biological and conservation 
focused);

• strengthening IBA networks for conservation of priority sites for 
migratory and congregatory species;

• implementing management actions for threatened species;

• increasing local participation; 
• strengthening grass-roots organizations supporting conservation 

and sustainable production.

However, the principal challenges will undoubtedly be in those 
ecosystems most vulnerable to climate change, such as montane cloud 
forests, as well as in the establishment of marine IBAs. In the next 
few years, and as part of Pronatura’s agenda in Mexico, Pronatura 
and CONABIO will work to position IBAs as priority sites for 
conservation in the country, and to coordinate a strategy for their 
long-term conservation.



National IBA directory
Áreas de Importancia para la Conservación de las Aves en México (Arizmendi & 
Marquez V. 2000).
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