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INTRODUCTION

Tropical rainforests are among the most diverse and
biologically rich ecosystems on earth. These vibrant forest
contain half of all the known plants and animals on earth.
Healthy tropical forest play a major rcole in the regulation of

the oxygen/carbon dioxide cycle, in the recycling of nutrient

]

that nourish life, in stabilizing ozone depletion, and in
controlling the greenhouse effect. Clearly, these ecological
havens are vital to all lifeforms considering their contributions
Lo our earths livelihood. Currently, only half of these forests
remain intact. It is a frightening realization that by the vyear
2000, less than 1/4 of tropical forests will remain with current

trends of environmental destruction. (Marlin, 95)

I was drawn to study in Belize because of its tropical

(

forest that remain relatively intact in comparison to many

developing nations in the tropics. 1In particular, I was drawn to

BFREE (Belize Foundation for Research and Environmental

Education) (see map 1). This 1153 acre parcel of land was secured
by Jacob and Kelly Marlin in January 1995. Perched along the
Bladen River, BFREE is bordered by The Bladen Nature Reserve
(BNR) , Cockscomb Wildlife Sanctuary, Maya Mountain Fore



Reserve, and Deep River Forest Reserve. The beauty of this piece
of land is that it is six miles from the nearest road, and far
from any signs of human disturbances. The forests of BFREE not
only serve as a vital corridor for the wildlife in the adjacent
protected areas, but also provide facilities for researchers and
students to gain a better understanding of these ecosystems.

The BNR is one of the last pristine tropical wilderness
areas of Belize. This area has escaped resource extraction,
development, and agricultural cultivation, due to 1its
inexcessible location within the Maya Mountains. However, this
area was inhabited by the ancient Maya, and evidence suggests
that agriculture and resource extraction took place during the
classic Maya period. The Maya Mountain Massive support breeding
populations of the Jaguar (Panthera onca), the Puma (Felix
concolor), Barid's tapiris (Tapirs bairdii) and two species of
peccary (Tayassu pecari) and (Tayassu tajacu), all which freely

roam the Bladen Nature Reserve and are indicative of its pristine

nature (Manomet, 1987) .
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The Bladen River, the heart and bl
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environment, starts at the main divide of the Maya Mountains and

pours out of a deep limestone gorge into lowland forest,
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filtering through networks of mangroves and finally ent
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sea. The Bladen is part of the Monkey River Watershed (See Map

3) which controls erosion, reduces local floods, regulates the

fixing and cycling of nutrients, carries out soil formation, and

provides circulation and cleansing of air and water. The health

of the nature reserve 1s intricately woven into the health of the

s watershed (Marlin, 95) .

@
H
W
=]
Q.
i
t

The Bladen River's undisturbed natural state drew me in and

led me to my four week study of the river and its riparian

habitat. I spent most of my time observing and mapping a 2100m

he river that runs through BNR, BFREE, and Deep River

(wl

stretch of

Forest Reserve. I focused on the gize and shapes of the sand and

gravel bars and the vegetation which inhabits them. Base line

data of this unstudied river 1is pecoming increasingly necessary

and will be extremely valuable in the future. In documenting the

present pattern of flow, this information can be compared with

future research to understand changing patterns of flow over time

nd the dynamics of this riparian ecosystem.

factor that has fueled my interest in studying the

Another
nladen River is a major longterm sand and gravel mining praject
that will most likely take place in the Deep River Forest Reserve
directly below he border of the BNR (see map 4). This presents

.at to the health of the river upstream and downstream
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from the extraction site, which may cripple the BNR, BFREE, and
the Monkey River Watershed as a whole.

The government of Belize seems to have good intentions on
paper, designating part of the Bladen River and its surrounding
forests as a nature reserve and providing this area with buffer
zones composed of protected areas (See Map 1). Cockscomb Basin is

designated as a wildlife sanctuary, allowing recreational
e }
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activities such as tourism, and the removal of forest resources.
Deep River, Colombia River, Maya Mountain north and Maya
Mountain south are all designated as forest reserves. The
definition of a forest reserve is an area that is set aside for
resource extraction, particularly the removal of trees. The
Chigquibul has national park status. The Bladen and Chiquibul are
the largest government owned protected areas which are truly set
aside for conservation. New River Enterprises, a logging
company from Orange Walk, has just received a contract to begin a

ten year logging oject in the Maya Mountain Forest Reserve
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north and south. Also, Columbia River Forest Reserve is under a

)
J
v
)

- |
@]
+
7
0
P,
Y
1
1
'-J
-
1)
e
a
(
n
b
1
(Ve



from the extraction site, which may cripple the BNR, BFREE, and
the Monkey River Watershed as a whole.

The government of Belize seems to have good intentions on
paper, designating part of the Bladen River and its surrounding
forests as a nature reserve and providing this area with buffer
zones composed of protected areas (See Map 1). Cockscomb Basin is

designated as a wildlife sanctuary, allowing recreational

1)

activities such as tourism, and the removal of forest resources.
Deep River, Colombia River, Maya Mountain north and Maya
Mountain south are all designated as forest reserves. The
definition of a forest reserve is an area that is set aside for
resource extraction, particularly the removal of trees. The
Chigquibul has national park status. The Bladen and Chiquibul are
the largest government owned protected areas which are truly set
aside for conservation. New River Enterprises, a logging
company from Orange Walk, has just received a contract to begin a
north and south. Also, Columbia River Forest Reserve is under a

forty year lcogging concession by a Malaysian logging company.



established without an environmental impact assessment. The

health of Bladen will decline and may eventually deteriorate 1if

the government continues to treat the reserve as an isolated
island demarcated by arbitrary boundaries. All of these areas
being disrupted are a part of the Monkey River Watershed.

It is necessary to gain an understanding of the complexities
of the Bladen Rivers ecology. Until we understand the components

and the interconnected relationships between these components in

nature, we will not be successful at preserving anything.

BACKGROUND:

.Watershed Continuum Theory

been perceived to be separate units. During the 1970's, stream
habitats were defined by stream flow and substrate. This limited

definition of rivers and streams failed to acknowledge the

influences of upstream or downstream. The intimate relationship
rivers have with the surrounding soils and forests was not
understood. As researchers started to focus on ~he contribution
of detritus materials used by aquatic organisms, they began to
acknowledge an important connection between land basad resources




and streams (Nelson, 96).

In 1984, the River Continuum Concept (Nelson, 96) was
published which compiled studies of many different sections of
streams and rivers. The ultimate conclusion was that the
headwaters, midreaches, the lower reaches, river mouth estuary,
reef, and open ocean were distinguished by different structures

and functions, but that they were all interconnected and

dependent on each other. Detrital and photosynthetic energetics,

nutrient processing, community structures, watershed mechanics,
sediment transport, and integrated longitudinal succession were
no longer studied as isolated elements of the river. A good
analogy used to visualize this newly developed concept is the
leaf. The edges of the leaf are the mountain ridges and
hillslopes, the tertiary veins represent the runoff waters
running through the soils and bedrock, the secondary veins
represent the tributaries collecting runoff waters and pouring
into the main vein, or the main river which flows through the
valley and out to the sea.

Water is endlessly flowing from ocean to sky to earth to

it
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ocean to sky to earth... The suns heat returns rainfall back
the sky from topsoil, lakes, oceans and by transpiraticn from

plants. From the sky, precipitation in the form of rain, snow,



or hail replenishes the earth with water. Along the way, the
hillslopes and rivers are two kinds of pipes the water passes
through. It is interesting to think of your own body as a
temporary storage container for the passing water driven by
higher forces. Plants, ponds, and lakes are also temporary
storage containers. The form of a river is controlled by the
amount of rainfall and runoff waters from hillslopes, by the
burden of sediments the river is responsible for moving, and the
geology of the land that the riverbed carves. To maintain its
form, a river would prefer a steady flow, avoiding floods and
droughts (Warshall, 1976).

In Peter Warshall's "Streaming Wisdom; Watershed
Consciousness in the Twentieth Century", he explains his
unfolding perceptions of water. On a walk through the Eel River,
the fastest eroding river in North America, Warhsall expresses
"I began to understand that watersheds not only had

personalities, but they were bodies, sentient beings of sorts,

that tried to use their parts to keep the whole (hillslope
/river) in balance. The streams were like a nervous system
giving early warning of a hillslope falling apart. The head
waters were like the mind: a subtle place high on the hillslope
where the water tasted clear and pure almost like rainfall; where



the hillslope suddenly opened up to start the river; where peace
was needed because any change at the headwaters would be felt all
the way downstream; and where the bare rock tributaries provided
minerals to be used and stored downstream. The whole attitude of
land seemed to be: Delay the water from passing through. slow it
down by making it run underground or snaking the river shape.
Create lakes and bogs and marshes in the flood plain. Slow it
down and hold so the hillslope can keep its shape. Water just
does what it does and pays no mind."

Ultimately, the mountaintops, the hillslopes, the
riparian forests, and the flood-formed bottomlands are all
interconnected parts of one watershed. In the past, sciences
segmented perceptions has not considered the abiotic portions of
the watershed to be intricately tied to the biotic portions of
the watershed. If we remove a forest along a river side, the

water that would have been taken up and transpired by the leaves

is now going to flow into the river and carry in a new sediment
load. This will increase the energy feeding into the river, and
the hillslopes and stream channels will rapidly change form to

adjust.



The Monkey River Watershed

We need to apply the watershed continuum theory to our own
lives and the watersheds that support us. The Monkey River
watershed, is comprised of three main rivers, Bladen River, Trio
River, and the Swazey River which feed into the sea at Monkey

rshed starts at the main
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River Village. (see map 3). The wat
divide of the Maya Mountain Massive where rain waters flow over
granitic hillslopes feeding into the tributaries and into the
three branches. These branches flow over karst limestone bedrock,
joining to form the Monkey River which funnels water over the

reef and into the open ocean.

The Geology of the Bladen Nature Reserve

The geological history defines the structure of the

watershed. The landscape currently known as Belize first emerged
from under sea level along a volcanic fissure which extends from
Richardsons peak southwest to Little Quarts Ridge (see map 3)

Sedimentary rocks of the Paleozoic Age (400-230 million years

ago) are combined with volcanic rock that makes up the BNR. This

is a result of the molten lava that exploded ocut of the volcanic
fissure, mingling with accumulated layers of sand and silt that
had settled to the floor of the Paleoczoic ccean. This mixture cof



sedimentary rock and volcanic rock comprises most of the BNR
highland. Most of the Bladen River runs over a limestone base
(Wright, unpub.)

In early Triassic period (230 million years ago), As the
supercontinent of Pangea was breaking up, and the continental
plates were drifting towards their current state, the paleozoic
ocean rose and fell a number of times. The earths continual life
and death processes buried the older rocks with new marine
sediment. These new sediments were calcium carbonates from the
shells and bones of marine life, whereas the earlier sediments
were rich in silica and poor in calcium magnesium. This
completely changed the chemical composition of the bedrock which

created soils rich in plant nutrients. This change fostered new,

diverse vegetation, which in turn changed the patterns of the

wildlife.
The Maya Mountains were under sea level in the Cretaceous
Paleozolic

period where limestone rock was deposited over the

rock. A property of limestone is that it decays relatively

rapidly in solution. Only 2-10% of limestone is inscluble
mineral impurities. The persistence of rain penetrates the
fissures and cracks of the rock creating tunnels, potholes, and
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underground stream channels among small peaks.
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"Karst" or "karstic" landscape. The Bladen River and other
affluent streams take underground routes through the karstic
landscapes. Magnificent sink holes have formed with almost
vertical walls, some over 400 ft deep. In these mysterious micro-
habitats you can find rare plants and animals that have survived
intervals of environmental change (Wright, unpub.).

The soils that have resulted from the geological structure
of the BNR are slightly alkaline and rich in plant nutrients.
With the natural healthy forest cover, the soils have adequate
aeration which allows steady water drainage into the tributaries.

The earths geological metamorphosis has affected the topography
of the BNR which affects and is affected by the flow of the

Bladen River and the entire watershed (Wright, unpub.).

METHODOLOGY :

It seemed like an impossible task to try and understand and
grasp the nature of this powerful river. I started by observing.
I spent about four days establishing a friendship with the river,

starting at the northwest boundary of BFREE going downstream. I

proceeded to explore the curves and dips listening to the hollow

gurgling sounds of the rapids. During this time I explored the
revices, pools, and the many paths that the water took around
L
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to take place sometime in May along the Bladen River, I
conducted two informal interviews. Charles Wright, expert soil
biologist and environmental consultant based in Punta Gorda, was
my first interviewee. He has been a key figure in the making of
the southern highway because his knowledge of the soils and
ecology of southern Belize has been vital to developers and
resource extractors.

Mr. Penell, owner of a hardware store in Punta Gorda, has a
concession for extraction of sand mining from the Bladen river
for the making of the southern highway. He was my next

interviewee.

Body:

I. Map Interpretation

The map that I produced (see back folder) documents the form
of the Bladen River. The mapping started at the rope, which marks
the northwest border of BFREE, and continued just past the
boundary of the BNR and into Deep River Forest Reserve. The form

of the sand and gravel bars and the types of vegetation they

The two main types of vegetation which
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colonizes the bars are Baccarus sp. and Gynerium sp. The
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Baccarus was usually found on the edges of the gravel bars closer
to the water. The Gynerium sp. was often found behind the
Baccarus, further from the water. It seems that the Gynerium
reproduces vegetatively, producing groups of clones that are

genetically and physically connected by a common root system

(Brewer, per.com., This seems to render Gynerium sensitive to
uristable areas, hence its position on the gravel bars. Since the

areas closer to water ar bly more frequently disturbed,
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they are less stable. Baccarus seems to cope well with this and
takes every opportunity it has to grow on newly formed bars.
Very small islands in the river that seem to be newly born, are
consistently colonized by Baccarus. From these observations I
suspect that Baccarus germinates and grows gqguickly in disturbed
areas.

Several species of vines and herbs were found colonizing

the edges of the bars along with the Baccarus. Some of the more
common types were Cyprus sp., Solanum sp., Hamelia sp.,
Stachytarpheta sp., and Aristcchales sp. The Aristocales vine

blooms a dazzling flower thought tc be the largest in the

Americas (Brewer, per.com.) In comparison with the Baccarus,
these herbs and vines were less common
Some shrubs that inhabited areas farther away from the



water among Gynerium and Baccarus were Cassia reticulata and Inga
sp., which are both in the Leguminoseae family, and Cayoense sSp.
Trees were mostly found in the center of very large islands,

or around the edges of gravel bars that connected with the bank

and riparian forests. The two most prominent trees found in
these areas were Ficus sp., and Cecropia sp., a pioneer species.

The vegetation of the river is represented by three symbols,
one for Baccarus, one for Gynerium, and one for the herbs, vines,
shrubs, and trees mentioned above. These were encountered

infrequently in comparison to the dominant Baccarus and Gynerium.

The numbered points on the map represent observations of the

vegetation and other pertaining information listed below.
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-Point 1 marks where the high waters reach in the rainy s

This is evident due to the increase in slope of the bank.

I
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- From point 11 to point 12, dense cane is found (approximately
4m high) starting at the water.

-From point 14 to point 16 there is gap where a diversity ot

vegetation is found, including Ficus sp, Cassia reticulata,
Cecropia sp., Solanum sp., Baccarus sp., and othner vines and
herbs.
-At point 17, a majestic Aristoloces was found in bloom.

15



-At points 21 and 22, a small gravel bar is colonized by Baccarus
approximately 2m in height.

- From point 35 to 36 is a 5m space after which Baccarus begins
to grow.

-From point 37 to 40, Baccarus, approximately 2m in height, grows
at the edge of the gravel bar.

-From point 40 to 42, mostly Gynerium is found, along with Cassia
reticulata, Cyprus sp., Ficus sp., and composite herbs.

-At point 42, Baccarus grows 2-4 m in height.

-At point 43, the high water mark starts a meter in from the
waters edge.

-At point 46, the high water mark and the vegetation starts 3m

from the waters edge.

-From point 42 to 50, Baccarus grows along with the less frequent

Ficus sp. The middle of the first major island is densely
colonized by Cecropia sp., Gynerium sp., Ficus sp., and Baccarus
sp.

_Point 55 is where the river once forked off. This route is now

dried out and is being taken over by plants and trees.
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-At point 54 mostly Baccarus 1

-Above point 62 is a swampy area. There may be an underground

flow which surfaces in this area.



-At point 64, the high water mark is 1 m from the waters edge.
Baccarus starts growing at the high water mark.

-From pt. 65 to 66, Bach grows 1 to 2 m from the waters edge.

The Baccarus is 1 to 2 m in height. Behind this is Baccarus 2 to
4 m in height. Behind this is Gynerium and some Ficus.

-At pt 69, Baccarus (approx. lm in height) grows 4 m from the

waters edge. Baccarus (approx. 2m in height) grows 14.2 m from
the waters edge. Behind this is Gynerium (approx. 4-5m in
height) .

-From pt. 72 to 73, sparse Baccarus is found (approx. 1lm 1in
height) 4.8 m from the waters edge.
-Past pt 73, Baccarus and Gynerium is found (2-4m in height).
Behind this grows Gynerium (approx. 5m in height), and behind
this grows Cecropia and Ficus.

-At pt 74, Baccarus and other herbs start 3m from waters edge.
Baccarus, 2-3m in height, starts 8m from waters edge. Behind
this grows taller Gynerium.

-At pt 76, Baccarus (1/2m in height) grows 2.5m from waters
edge. This is also where the high water mark 1is. Gynerium (4m
in height) is found 5m from waters edge.

-At pt 79, Gynerium is found 4m in height.

From pt 79 to 80, Gynerium, Cecropia, Ficus, and Baccarus are

17



found.

-At pt 83, Baccarus (1lm in height) is found 2.4 m from the waters
edge. Baccarus 3 to 4 m high grows behind this.

-Between 85 and 86, Inga sp. is found along with Baccarus,
Gynerium, and Ficus.

-At pt 89 Baccarus grows 2m in height.

-At pt. 91, Baccarus Ficus and Cecropia are found.

- At pt. 95, Baccarus starts 3m from waters edge. Behind this is
Gynerium that grows 2 to 3 m in height.

-From pt 96 to 97, Baccarus starts 1lm from waters edge.

-At pt 98, the high water mark is 10m from waters edge.

-At pt 99, Gynerium (2 to 4m in height) is found.

-At pt 105, Baccarus 1lm in height is found.

-At pt 106, Baccarus, Gynerium, Ficus, and Cecropia is found. -
Pt. 106 to 107 is the high water mark.

At pt 107, tall Ficus, Baccarus, and Cecroplia grow.

-At pt 118, Baccarus 1lm in height is found.

-At pt 120 and 121, Gynerium, Baccarus, and Cecropia are found.

-At pt 129, Baccarus grows 2m in height. This point also
represents the hig ter mark
At pt 136, Baccarus grows l1/2m from the waters edge. 3m from



the waters edge grows Baccarus 3m in height.

_Between 139 and 140, Baccarus and Gynerium grow 2 to 4 m in

height.

-At pt 143, dense Gynerium, Cecropia, Legumes, and Ficus is

found.

-Between 142 and 143, Acacia sp., Cayoense sp., Inga sp., and

Cecropia sp. is found.

-At pt 146, Baccarus grows 2 to 4m tall. Gynerium is found

behind this.

-At pt 157, Baccarus starts to grow at the edge of the gravel

bar.

-At 158, Baccarus starts at the edge of the gravel bar.

Gynerium, Ficus, and Cecropia are found behind the Baccarus.
The different heights of the plants are important in

understanding their ages and the different pattern of growth. It

ig important to take note of the high water marks so that

variations between wet and dry season are taken into account.

II. The Nature of the Sand and Gravel Bars

In the wet season, heavy rains transform the peaceful
babbling rivers intg ragging waters of threatening power. The



increase in potential energy increases the erosion and accretion
(opposite of erosion) rates of the sand and gravel bars. Year
after year water is transporting gravel, sand and silt
downstream, while replacing the losses with upstream sediments.
There are a few different scenarios to the rivers equilibrium.
1.There could be a net increase in sand and gravel bars; sand

gravel could be accumulating faster than the water carries i

th

away. 2. There could be no net gain or loss; the

water could erode approximately the same amount that 1t accretes.

3.The third possibility is that there is a net loss; the force of
the water is washing away more material than is being
accumulated. Each scenario creates different patterns oI flow
which creates a new balance within the watershed.

Much more than just the shape of the gravel bars is being
affected. The gravel bars which are a buffer to the erosion of
the banks are continually being sculpted. The water and its
river bed have an intimate account with eachother. They modify
and stabilize the flow of the river.

The silt that mingles with the sand and gravel helps bind
all of the material together solidifying the rivers margins.
vegetation which grows on these microhabitats, especially the
Gynerium, helps the islands and bars to withst and seri floods






