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CLIMATE JUSTICE IN CENTRAL AMERICA 

Central America is one of the most vulnerable regions in the world to climate change due 
to geography and socio-economic conditions. Tropical storms, hurricanes, and droughts all 
cause severe impacts. For example, Honduras ranked second and Nicaragua sixth in countries 
most affected by climate change according to the 2019 Global Climate Risk Index. Between 1998 
and 2017, Honduras and Nicaragua lost $556 M USD and $223 M USD respectively to climate 
change impacts (Eckstein et al., 2018). These impacts were especially damaging in rural areas 
where 300,000 families experienced severe flooding in Panama and Honduras (FAO, 2018). As a 
result, food insecurity in Central America, where there are currently 11 million malnourished 
people and 1.4 million people that need food aid, has increased from 10.2% of the population in 
2015 to 12.5% in 2017 (FAO, 2018). In addition, climate related migration in Central America will 
reach an average of 1.4 to 2.1 million people, primarily from rural areas due to lost crop 
productivity (Kumari, 2018). These threats pose significant challenges throughout the region to 
making a living and maintaining quality of life for small scale agricultural producers and artisanal 
fishers. 

 Through recognizing the need for adaptation and building climate resilient agricultural 
systems, The Nature Conservancy (TNC) has made Central America a priority region for project 
implementation. However, TNC also recognizes that Central America is confronting many 
political challenges, power disparities, and impacts that are disproportionate to the region’s 
relative contribution to climate change. For example, average yearly per capita emissions in 
Guatemala and Nicaragua are 1.2 MT and 0.8 MT respectively, while the United States is 16.5 
MT and the global average is 5 MT (World Bank, 2014). Further, the inequities in market share 
for cash crops like coffee, cacao, sugar cane, and tropical hardwoods as well as seafood 
highlight power imbalances where buyers, exporters, and retailors dominate, leaving fewer 
resources for producers to implement adaptation strategies. When combined with the climate 
change threats of changing seasonality for seeding and harvesting, increased forest fire risks, 
extended droughts, and pest outbreaks, these issues of fairness require intervention.  As such, 
TNC recognizes the need to confront climate justice issues, address inequity, and give voice to 
producers in political, decision-making, and marketing spaces. To do so, TNC considers three 
types of climate justice within the Resilient Central America (ResCA) project.   
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Many indigenous groups struggle to have voice in governance and with aid organizations, 
to secure subsidies, and participate in international climate change planning efforts where 
decisions that affect Central America are frequently made abroad without representation. 
Therefore, TNC focuses on including all voices in government, public scoping, and 
planning so that all groups and individuals can participate in climate change resilience 
projects in order to reach equality of outcome in public works projects, trade 
negotiations, and  are considered within policy that affects government adaptation 
resources and information sharing.  

 

PROCEDURAL JUSTICE 
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TNC acknowledges that the distribution of negative climate change impacts (e.g. flooding, 
droughts, changing seasonality) relative to the culprits behind climate change (i.e. high 
emissions nations) are disproportionally concentrated in Central America. Especially 
within the rural areas with high poverty that are also facing food insecurity. In addition, 
TNC works to address the distribution of goods and service to help prepare for climate 
change, ensuring that resilience efforts are not solely concentrated in cities, affluent 
areas, or on important industries.  

DISTRUBUTIONAL JUSTICE 
 

TNC understands that there are unique adaptation contexts that the diversity of 
individuals and groups (e.g. indigenous peoples whose first language is not Spanish) in 
Central America face when adapting to climate change. Beyond language hurdles, groups 
depend on traditional knowledges and heirloom species for subsistence farming that are 
also impacted by climate change, which creates unique adaptation needs. More broadly, 
small scale producers with limited resources who are frequently reliant on manual labor 
are competing with mechanized corporate agricultural interests for market share and 
agricultural subsidies without legal teams.  
 

RECOGNITIONAL JUSTICE 
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Resilient Central America: A Comprehensive and Innovative Solution 

In order to improve the livelihoods of these subsistence producers, while considering their 
vulnerabilities, the Resilient Central America (ResCA) program seeks to face both food insecurity and 
resilience to climate change. Through inclusive pilot projects that test innovative solutions while working 
at multiple scales, ResCA implements Healthy Agricultural Systems to build resilience to climate change, 
conserve natural habitats, and strengthen local economies, to achieve a win-win-win model. In partnership 
with the private and public sectors, ResCA promotes systemic change and promotes scalable success 
experiences in the agriculture and fisheries sector. Ultimately, ResCA seeks to open access to financial 
resources in order to develop replicable models to solve climate change challenges and ensure food 
security for the Central America populations suffering from poverty, malnutrition, and climate justice 
issues through the following strategies: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

P OL I C Y  
C H A N G E S  

SUSTAINABLE 
VALUE CHAINS 

S OC I A L  A N D  
E C ON OM I C  
L I V E H OOD S  

WATER 
CONSERVATION 

1. Promote policy changes that build capacity and mainstream a Climate Resilient Agriculture (CRA). 
This strategy works directly with governments and the private sector to mainstream Climate Resilient 
Agriculture policies and strategies that improve productivity, intensify sustainable production, and 
enhance value chains for all Central Americans 

2. Strengthening and scaling up sustainable value chains. This strategy works to foster productive 
diversification and an expanded production structure throughout an inclusive and sustainable value 
chain that contributes to systemic change.  

3. Promote productive land and seascapes for water conservation. In Central America, most potable 
water sources are the mountain ranges. Through working under the principles of soil restoration, 
yields have increased while improved water infiltration and reduced nutrient runoff has improved 
water quality for rural residents who are dependent on natural water sources.  

4. Strengthen the social and economic livelihoods for farmers and fishers. Policy makers across the 
region are increasingly recognizing that helping smallholder farmers adapt to climate change will be 
critical for maintaining agricultural production, ensuring food security, and alleviating poverty. ResCA 
identifies adaptive capacity strategies that need to be built and reinforced to reduce vulnerability 
and increase the economic potential of small-scale producers. 

These strategies are implemented through consideration of the climate justice issues present in 
each of the Central America program countries. Here, the local context and climate justices are provided 
along with the ResCA strategy for resilience. 
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Belize is rich with diverse landscapes from the tropical forests and mountains in the southwest, to 
estuaries, mangrove, and littoral forests along the eastern shore. Over 35% of Belize’s population live in 
coastal communities where fisheries have played a prominent role in the country’s economy. However, 
due to a changing climate and limited resources to react to these issues, Belize’s fisheries have undergone 
drastic changes over the last two decades. Unsustainable fishing practices, compounded by the effects of 
rising temperatures, reef degradation, coastal development, and habitat loss have caused fisheries stocks 
to decline and severely impact the economy. Two of the most fisheries in Belize are for lobster and conch, 
which bring in over $10M USD annually. 

TNC considers these disproportionate climate change impacts to be a DISTRIBUTIONAL JUSTICE issue. To 
address this challenge, ResCA works to improve local capacity to implement effective fishery management 
practices, design and execute new policies, and provide alternative economic activities to traditional 
fishing. By working with the fisheries sector, TNC has created a multi-sector compact to improve data input 
and management of fisheries data. Alongside the improvement of better management practices, an 
alternative economic model based on seaweed aquaculture links value chains both regionally and globally.  
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Guatemala is Central America’s most diverse country, with a rich Mayan heritage and over 20 indigenous 
languages spoken across cloud forests, coastlines, volcanic peaks, tropical forests, and breathtaking 
lakes. Considered one of Central America’s fastest growing economies, Guatemala is a country with 
abundant natural resources and is one of the 18 most biodiverse countries in the world. However, 
despite economic potential, Guatemala is also one of the world’s most vulnerable countries to climate 
change. The Western Highlands region is considered the most disaster-prone area of the country. In this 
region, there are many indigenous cultures and poverty rates reach up to 76%, the highest in Latin 
America. Chronic malnutrition is nearing 67% of the population. As a result, approximately 120,000 
residents migrate north each year. With the increasing severity of droughts, deforestation, and soil loss, 
the security for food and water resources for the over 275,000 small-scale subsistence farmers is in 
serious jeopardy. 

With the indidgenous population and local diversity, these cliamte change impacts require a 
RECOGNITIONAL JUTICE approach to ensure equal voice in planning. Although the Western Highlands is 
extremely vulnerable to climate change, the landscape also has high amounts of intact forest which can 
serve as a natural buffer to climate change and help protect local communities. To foster a sustainable 
economic development of the region, ResCA works with diverse partners to create a multi-sector 
compact that will transition the region to climate-resilient agriculture. This model will allow for the 
conservation of natural habitats, secure food and water resources, and safeguard communities from 
climate change impacts. 

Climate change is already affecting Honduras’ agricultural productivity. For instance, between 2012 and 
2013, coffee production declined by 23% due to climate variability and coffee rust, resulting in a decline 
of 8% of the agricultural GDP. In 2015, an El Niño event affected 78% of the bean cultivation area in 
three departments. In fact, coffee and beans are the most sensitive crops to climate change, as studies 
predict that 81-86% of the municipalities that grow these crops will no longer be able to in the future. 

As Central America’s leading coffee producer, Honduras holds great potential. However, 
disproportionate climate change impacts as a PROCEDURAL JUSTICE issue add a layer of complexity that 
could jeopardize the country’s cash and staple crops. Small and medium farmers often lack access to 
weather and crop data to inform crop choices and the timing of planting or irrigation. Building on 
existing policies and data, TNC and a partner institution, the International Center for Tropical Agriculture 
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(CIAT), shares agro-climatic information through the implementation of climate-smart agricultural 
practices to increase productivity, reduce crop loss and strengthen farmer resilience. 
 

 
RAICES 
 
El Salvador was once the leading coffee producer in Central America.  The Salvadoran coffee 
agroforestry systems protected farmers and other downstream users from the impacts of 
deforestation, landslides, and drought. However, severe land degradation has occurred in the 
past few decades, resulting in increased risk of disasters, threatening water security. By 
partnering with Catholic Relief Services and ACUGOLFO, and farmer organizations the 
Restorative Agriculture in Critical Ecosystems (RAICES) will support the implementation of 
sustainable land and water use systems to benefit over 160,000 people, build climate resilience, 
increase land productivity, and conserve the natural landscape. 
 
Climate change’s disproportionate impacts as a DISTRIBUTIONAL JUSTICE issue, has forced 
producers to adapt. In recent years, there have been reasons for hope, such as the signing the 
National Coffee Agreement by the government and major coffee producers to renovate the 
coffee sector, as well as several government- and donor-funded initiatives aimed at creating 
opportunities for sustainable landscape restoration. To promote resilient livelihoods and water 
security, TNC is partnering with local organizations in an effort called RAICES. By transferring 
knowledge and practices to local governments and farmers, RAICES aims to create resilient 
communities who are stewards of sustainable landscapes.  
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FUNDEMAS 
 
Ahuachapán, located in the western region of El Salvador, is an area of great natural wealth 
where the sugarcane and livestock sectors are the main engines of the national economy. The 
people of the region face socioeconomic and environmental challenges due to degraded lands 
caused by unsustainable agricultural practices and the effects of climate change.  
 
To respond to Climate Change as a DISTRIBUTIONAL JUSTICE issue, the Business Foundation for 
Social Action, (FUNDEMAS in Spanish) works to strengthen the adoption of sustainable 
agricultural practices in the sugarcane and livestock sectors and improve livelihood resilience to 
climate change. Implementing the best agricultural practices will also help to increase the value 
of sugarcane and livestock production and strengthen the value chain. These actions will allow 
farmers to provide more and better food to markets and households. 
 

 
 
In Nicaragua, there are nearly 140,000 dual-purpose cattle ranchers (meat and dairy). However, 
many of them struggle with low productivity due to degraded grasslands, low soil fertility, poor 
genetic variability, high temperatures, excess water during the winter, scarce water availability 
during the summer, and the lack of food supplements. In fact, most farmers only produce one 
gallon of milk per cow and have reproductive rates of 55% or less. Moreover, each year there 
are “milk peak periods” between May and July, when production increases by over 30% 
compared to the dry season (January-April). During this time, prices fall dramatically, and the 
industry is forced to limit the supply. During the dry season, this productivity decreases 
significantly. If nutrition were consistent throughout the year, milk peak periods would 
significantly decrease, therefore increasing the profitability for farmers. Another great challenge 
to less than 5% of famers have access to technical training programs. 
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Ranchers must adapt to this PROCEDURAL JUSTICE issue. Therefore, the Nature Conservancy, in 
coordination with TechnoServe, Lala, and the Research Center on Sustainable Agricultural 
Protection Systems (CIPAV in Spanish), will support the adoption of silvo-pastoral systems – 
which integrate cattle ranching and tree planting. In addition to contributing to the conservation 
of soils, these systems represent an additional source of shade and food for cattle, increasing its 
productivity, and strengthening its resilience to climate change. This project engages 
stakeholders from across the value chain, including farmer cooperatives, dairy transformers, 
suppliers, financial entities, donors, and farmer associations with government data and climate 
change information for better decision making. Five cooperatives participate in the project, and 
700 small and medium farmers directly benefit. 
 

 
 
The Caribbean spiny lobster fishery employs 25,800 fishers in Central America with an average 
export of about $140 million USD per year. However, the Caribbean spiny lobster fishery is 
facing major challenges including illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing, lack of continuity 
and standardization methods across the region, and limited capacity for data collection and 
analysis. The Central American Fisheries and Aquaculture Organization (OSPESCA) is developing 
the management of regional fisheries and aquaculture with an ecosystem approach with the 
Central American Integration System (SICA). The main goal is to increase capacity at the regional 
and national levels for sustainability and climate resilience through ensuring balance between 
ecological and socioeconomic benefits. 
 
This system must adapt to disproportionate impacts and DISTRIUBTIONAL JUSTICE. Through 
ResCA’s intervention and support, the lobster project will be important in supporting the 
countries’ and region’s aim to define agreements and implement alternative ecosystem-based 
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adaptation approaches. The project partners with multiple stakeholders including governments, 
private sector representatives, cooperatives, and other non-governmental organizations to 
increase coordination and cooperation. 
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