
Vital Ecosystems at Risk
The Gulf of California and surrounding Mexican 
states—Baja California, Baja California Sur, Sonora, 
Sinaloa, and Nayarit—are world renowned for the 
diversity and significance of their habitats and 
species. The coastal and marine systems host 
remarkable biological diversity including mangroves 
and salt marshes, over 880 species of fish, one-
third of the world’s whale species, and five of the 
world’s eight species of sea turtle. They have been 
gravely threatened, however, by large-scale tourism, 
poorly planned development, mining, unsustainable 
aquaculture, and real estate speculation. 

Prior to 2008, local and global conservation 
organizations had undertaken important land 
conservation efforts in the region, but there was no 
overarching, systematic approach or sustained funding 
commitment to land protection, making unlikely the 
development of the landscape-level habitat protection 
that had proven effective elsewhere. A more strategic 
and long-term approach was needed. 

Planning and Implementing a New 
Approach
In response to requests from Mexican and 
international conservation organizations and leaders 
for increased funding, the Marisla, Packard, and 
Sandler foundations jointly committed to a multi-
year land conservation program. Because of its long 
experience in land protection—acquisition, funding, 

capacity building, and policy—as well as the fact 
that it had no projects or other stake in the region, 
the foundations called upon Resources Legacy Fund 
(RLF) to develop a long-term strategic land protection 
plan for the region surrounding the Gulf and the 
Pacific Coast, with the sensitivity necessary to work 
effectively in a different culture. 

Working with Mexican organizations and scientists, 
RLF crafted a plan grounded on a coordinated, 
adaptive framework, to concentrate conservation 
investments in coastal priority areas, systematically 
preserve the landscape integrity of the region, 
and prevent further fragmentation of coastal and 
marine habitats. The foundations requested that RLF 
coordinate the effort.

RLF’s guidance of the Northwest Mexico Land 
Protection Program is comprehensive. In the context 
of its grantmaking, RLF provides transaction and 
financial due diligence on land deals to the land trusts 
it works with; mentors conservation organizations 
in fundraising, land negotiations, transactions, 
grant processes, and other skills; oversees policy 
development; and coordinates coalitions to support 
program objectives. RLF also coordinates with 
other grant makers and grantee networks to create 
synergies that multiply the impact of individual 
projects. 

The program’s primary strategy is land protection, 
with efforts focused in eight coastal priority areas as 
well as two areas of special interest to maintain their 
landscape integrity (see map). RLF’s approach has 
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been to protect landscapes in 
a “layered” manner; that is, 
by bringing as many means 
of protection—acquisition, 
Mexican federal designations, 
international designation, 
and private protection—to a 
given landscape as possible. 
RLF employs complementary 
strategies as needed in 
support of land protection. 
These can include: 

 »Science—Develop and 
incorporate a strategic 
scientific understanding 
of natural resources, 
ecological services, and 
socio-economic processes 
in priority area conservation 
plans and policy efforts to 
support land protection.
 »Building Nonprofit 
Capacity—Conservation 
organizations strengthened 
to reach higher levels of 
capability to achieve the 
program’s land protection 
goals.
 »Policy—Establish improved 
policy framework and 
decision-making processes 
that support land protection 
in priority areas and impact 
Mexican coastal zone 
management. 
 »Legal Support—Support 
better enforcement of 
environmental laws and 
regulations, through legal 
action focused on the defending of priority areas, 
establishing legal precedents for conservation, and 
building nonprofit capacity for legal defense.
 »Communications—Drive increased support for 
land protection among elected officials, opinion 
leaders, and citizens through targeted, sophisticated 
communications and messaging strategies.

Significant and Lasting Results
In order to create the strongest defense for private 
conservation lands, RLF and the Mexican partner 
land trusts used multiple tools to layer protection on 

such lands. In some priority areas, federal natural 
protected areas or international conservation 
designations already existed. In other areas, RLF 
works with organizations to build the community 
and government support for these designations. RLF 
also supports Mexican land trusts to pursue federal 
approval of privately protected lands as voluntary 
conservation areas (VCAs) under which the federal 
government recognizes them as federal conservation 
lands. 

Another tool involves the federal coastal zone: 
federal land extending 20 meters inland from the 
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high tide line. The federal government can grant 
various concessions for use of this area, including for 
conservation purposes. Alternatively, management 
jurisdiction of these lands can be transferred to 
Mexico’s national park service for conservation 
management. RLF has supported coastline mapping in 
support of both practices. Finally, RLF has established 
long-term reserve funds to support management, 
monitoring, and stewardship of the protected private 
lands it helped acquire. It is in this context that RLF’s 
layered approach to protection is most clear. 

For example, along the San Cosme corridor, RLF has 
supported partner Niparaja’s acquisition of 8,787 acres 
(with another 13,180-acre acquisition pending), and 
securing VCA designation of 12,745 acres. In addition, 
RLF, Niparaja, and other partners are working to 
increase public support for a federal natural protected 
area designation of almost 2.2 million acres in the 
region expected in 2020. For this, RLF also has created 
a reserve fund to support land management of the 
acquired lands. 

Protection layering served a somewhat different but 
equally critical purpose in Laguna San Ignacio—a 
United Nations World Heritage Site and primary 
gray whale breeding and calving habitat located on 
Baja California’s Pacific coast—that was threatened 
by planned industrial salt mining. In this instance 
an alliance of conservation organizations, supported 
by RLF, was able to negotiate Mexican federal 
conservation status for the federal lands at the lagoon, 
which made possible a multifaceted settlement 
with Mitsubishi Corporation (which was pursuing a 
second attempt at installing a salt mining project at 
the lagoon) and removed the threat. As part of that 
effort, 206,000 acres of federal land were transferred 
to federal conservation management, and RLF 
supported the mapping of the coastal area for federal 
conservation management, created a reserve fund 

for local monitoring of the coastal area, and created 
a reserve fund for the long term management of the 
federal conservation lands under local leadership. 

As a result of this work, more than 73,000 coastal 
acres have been protected via acquisition or easement 
within priority areas (with over 42,000 acres pending) 
and an additional 38,700 acres were protected as part 
of a jaguar preserve—together equaling more area 
than Zion National Park in the US. In addition, RLF 
has completed certification of nearly 78,000 acres—
some protected with program funds, some with prior 
foundation investments—as VCAs. And the program 

Northwest Mexico Land Protection Results, as of July 2020

Private Acres Acquired Acres Protected  
as VCAs

Acres of New Federal 
Protected Area

Miles of Federal 
Coastal Zone

Protected & Pending

111,796 75,775 3,410,768 1,114
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has been extraordinarily successful in obtaining 
other Mexican government protective designations 
of targeted lands as well, including some 3.5 million 
acres of federal protected areas (with 2.2 million acres 
pending), more than 200,000 acres of unmanaged 
federal lands, and 1,114 miles of coastline (of which 
261 acres are pending)—greater than the length of the 
California coast—and 3,710 acres of critical mangroves 
with coastal region protection. 

In terms of capacity building, RLF program staff 
have played an active role promoting, coaching, and, 
sometimes, facilitating networks and coalitions to 
advance site-specific initiatives in priority areas or on 
key topics. In addition, the program has informed and 
supported conservation work in underserved areas 
and on important issues that had been ignored. For 
example, prior to the advent of RLF’s program, only a 
few organizations worked in the Marismas Nacionales 
priority area and when they did it was in an unplanned 
and uncoordinated way. Program staff worked closely 
with these groups, attracted additional organizations 
with the capacity to expand into this region, and 
nurtured collaboration. The program also invested in 
strengthening grassroots capacities in the region and 

diversifying constituencies. As a result, these groups 
have at least temporarily halted a planned federal 
dam on the San Pedro river, the only undammed river 
in the region and evolved into a broader and diverse 
movement for the sustainability of the watershed. 

Conclusion
When the Marisla, Packard, and Sandler foundations 
first brought RLF into Northwest Mexico, Mexican 
conservation nonprofits and other organizations were 
working thoughtfully to protect a globally significant 
region where natural resources were at dire risk. 
Building on existing capacities, RLF crafted and put 
into action a strategic approach that enabled local 
organizations, communities, as well as international 
partners, to build a highly effective conservation 
infrastructure that could operate in all the necessary 
spheres and bring about robust protection of those at-
risk resources. This has allowed the Northwest Mexico 
Land Protection Program to attain virtually all of its 
initial priority targets, and continue to pursue new 
objectives that have arisen in part from the program’s 
success.
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