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E
very time I visit The Tuxtlas I am im -
 pres sed by the scenic beauty and di ver -
si ty of the area. The Tuxtlas Moun tains

truly represent one of Mexico’s natural treasures.
In 1998 The Tuxtlas Mountains were designated
by then-President Ernesto Zedillo as a special
biosphere reserve.   

While at first look all appears lush green, the
reality is quite a different and disturbing story.
The ravages of man are readily apparent in the
Tuxtlas Mountains. Within the area of the Tux -

tlas biosphere many threatened species of fauna
exist such as: the ocelot, the jaguar, white-lipped
peccaries, Baird’s tapir, northern ghost bats, ja -
guarundi and tayra. The Tuxtlas Mountains are a
magnet for many nearctic and neotropic bird
spe cies.  Endemic bird species and sub-species to
be found in the Tuxtlas include Tuxtla quail dove,
long-tailed saberwing (hummingbird), black-
headed saltator and plain-breasted brushfinch.
Three bird species —the king vulture, the harpy
eagle, and the scarlet macaw— have already been
extirpated from Los Tuxtlas.

As I see it, there are three basic threats to the
ecology of The Tuxtlas.

* Photographer and birdwatcher residing in Tlacotal -
pan, Veracruz. birdingveracruz@yahoo.com

Keel-billed toucan (Ramphastos s. sulfuratus).Violaceous trogon (male) (Trogon violaceus braccatus).
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DEFORESTATION

Deforestation is without a doubt the single largest
threat to the ecology of the Tuxtlas. Ninety per-
cent of the original rainforest has been cut and
replaced by pasture for cattle grazing and/or sugar
cane. (Most of this deforestation has occurred
within the last 40 years.) Some studies estimate
that with the current rate of deforestation the
remaining rain forest could be diminished by 50
percent within the next 10 years. If this should
occur the effects on the remaining fauna would
be devastating, with the possibility of many species
being eliminated completely. 

UNREGULATED USE OF HERBICIDES

AND INSECTICIDES

All along the roads in the region of the Tuxtlas,
nailed to the tree trunks of the “living fences”  are
numerous placards advertising the newest herbi-
cide/insecticide products. These products are being
aggressively marketed with some ranchers dis-
covering that herbicides are especially useful in
clearing native vegetation from the land so that
more pasture can be planted. While birding in
the Tuxtlas last spring, I was able to witness the
procedure. Approximately one hectare of native
vegetation was sprayed with herbicide. After sev-

Passion flower (Passiflora incarnata).
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eral weeks when the vegetation was brown the dry
vegetation was torched and the land was effec-
tively cleared for planting of pasture grass (see
photo on this page). While both herbicides and
insecticides serve a purpose, they must be used
responsibly. Herbicide and insecticide runoff  are
serious threats to wildlife species. Although it is
hard to believe, DDT, banned in the 1970s in the
United States, is still marketed and used in much
of Latin America without restriction. 

CAPTURE AND ILLEGAL SALE

OF BIRDS AND REPTILES

Unfortunately, the capture and illegal sale of birds
and reptiles is still a part of the landscape of the
special biosphere reserve of the Tuxtlas. The yel-

low-headed parrot Amazona oratrix is in danger
of extinction based on its capture and sale for the
pet trade. The photo on this page of a parrot’s nest
in a tree cavity that was robbed was taken just
across the road from the UNAM biological station.
Much work remains to be done in order to protect
the illegal capture and sale of these exotic species.

SOLUTIONS

The need for immediate action in the Tuxtlas
Biosphere to protect the forest remnants is para-
mount. A few possible solutions based on my
observations are:

• Establish a “buffer zone” surrounding particular-
ly the peaks of San Martin and Santa Marta. A

Cattle grazing pasture in the Tuxtlas. Burned area, an example of the destruction from pesticides.

Tree with parrot nest cavity. The opening cut with the 
machete shows how the young parrots are removed.

Crimson-collared tanager (Phlogothraupis s. sanguinolenta).
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Vegetation in the Tuxtlas.



Ferruginous pygmy-owl (Glaucidium brasilianum).
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team of trained Tuxtlas Biosphere rangers could
live in and actively patrol and protect the zones.

• Establish a program of dialogue and education
with all residents and especially landowners of
the Tuxtlas to make them realize the aforemen -
tioned threats and encourage them to respect
the existing laws regarding water and habitat.
Sa tellite map technology to monitor possible de -
forestation abuses is available and could be used
on a monthly basis.

• Researchers and scientists have already spent
many years studying the area but what is now
urgently needed is that they step out from
behind their desks and research projects and
assume a leadership role implementing imme-

diate practical, prioritized solutions in conjunc -
tion with existing government agencies. 

• Some possible projects could be habitat res to -
ration (tree planting), community conservation
education to establish a base for eco-tourism,
and introducing new strains of pasture grasses to
help local ranchers increase cattle production
on existing pasture lands (thus helping to elim-
inate the continued deforestation).

The need for conservation is immediate. What
hap pens in the next few years will define the fu -
tu re of the reserve. The Tuxtlas Mountains are
a na tio nal treasure; what remains is worth pro-
tecting. 

Lineated woodpecker (Dryocopus lineatus).

Rufous-capped warbler (Basileuterus rufifrons). Moctezuma oronpendola (Psarocolius montezuma).



THE TUXTLAS MOUNTAINS BASIC INFORMATION

The region of the Tuxtlas Mountains is located 117 kilometers to the south of the port city of Vera cruz. 
• This coastal ecoregion comprises some 1,500 square miles (about the size of the state of

Delaware) and is the northernmost rainforest of the American tropics. 
• The Tuxtlas Mountains include numerous inactive volcanic peaks, the largest being Santa Marta

and San Martin; elevations range from sea level to 5,800 feet.
• The Tuxtlas Mountains have an annual median rainfall of 185 inches with average temperatures

of 70-79 degrees Fahrenheit.
• Habitats to be found within the Tuxtlas Mountains region include cloud forest, tropical moist

broadleaf forest, sub-tropical moist broad leaf forest, broadleaf forest, pine-oak forest, mangroves
and dunes and coastal beaches.

• Tuxtlas Mountains flora and fauna:
– 940+ plant species
– 80 varieties of mosses and ferns
– 1,200+ insect species
– 122 species of reptiles and amphibians
– 500+ bird species
– 115 mammal species

• In November 1998 the Tuxtlas Mountains were designated a special biosphere reserve. 
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