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1998 AAA Meeting

AD encourages members to submit
sessions and papers for the 1998 meet-
ing. The deadline for abstracts is April
1, 1998. The theme for the meeting is
“Population and the Anthropological
Imagination,” marking the 200th
anniversary of Malthus's Essay on the
Principle Population. Obviously,
archacology can contribute in substan-
tial ways to any discussion of popuia-
tion. Anyone with procedural questions
or just ideas to float is welcome o con-
tact Liz Brumfiel at 517/629-0432; fax
517/629-0509; ebrumfiel@ alpha.
albion.edu.

The relationship between population
and the environment is at the heart of
rmuch of archaeofogy as well as inter-
national development projects. It seems
logical, then, that Anabel Ford would
find a way to link the two together,

Investigations at El Pilar: Cultural-
~ Natural Resource Conservation and
Development in the Maya Forest

By Anabel Ford (Project Director,
BRASS/EL Pilar Program, UC-Santa
Barbara)

Conservation of cultural and natural
resources is & crucial global long-term
goal for the coming century. Yet efforts
to accomplish this sometimes compro-
mise important short-term economic
needs at regional and local levels. Bal-
ancing short-term needs with fong-term
objectives to attain a viable manage-
ment framework requires a collabora-
tive program of scientific research,
field exploration and development
designs.

Composition of the Maya forest
today bears the imprint of ancient
human habitation and resource man-
agement, Rooted in the study of the
human/environment relationship, the El
Pilar Project seeks to evaluate continu-
ities and shifts through time and across
space in the way humans have used the
forest environment and, in so doing,
find a mode! conservation design that
envisions the viable development of the
region. The project’s infernational and
multidisciplinary research and develop-
ment team secks a conservation plan
that incorporates local community
needs, government development agen-
das and international environmentat
COHCEnS.

The core of the E] Pilar vision comes
from research on the evolution of the
ancient Maya landscape, research that
seeks chues to sustaining the complex
habitats of the forest in ancient Maya
prehistory. The design for the El Pilar
Archaeological Reserve for Maya Flora
and Fauna in Belize/Guatemata is
based on ancient Maya settfement pat-
terns and is aimed at developing a
resource management model that con-

serves environmental diversity and pre- .

serves the irreplaceable cultural her-
itage of the region’s ancient inhabitants
and contemporary population. This
vision has been adopted by an interna-
tional group of professionals, is sup-
ported by the diplomatic community
and is endorsed by the governments of
Belize and Guatemala,

Scientific Research Base:
Archaeological Research

Maya civilization was built on the
wealth of their economic base: agricul-
ture. Regional settlement distribution,

jocal community subsistence patterns
and individeal hovsehold organization
of the ancient Maya provide material
evidence of the evolution of sustain-
able economies in the tropics; these
data underscore the complexity of the
relationships between cultural systems
and environment over time.

The Belize River Archaeological
Settlement Survey (BRASS) was
designed to compile regional settle-
ment data, identify local community
patterns and investigate household
organization of the prehistoric central
Maya lowlands. The research results
present a picture of the ancient Maya
economic landscape as a continoum of
land-use strategies, from densely set-
tled, intensively used uplands with
public centers to dispersed and exten-
sively used transitional zones loosely
organized around resident elite to
nnsettied swamps. Evidence of this
ancient land-use mosaic is mirrored in
the region's conlemporary botanical
and zoologicat distributions, which are
the result of 30 centuries of culturai
selection.

The regional center of Ei Pilar
stretches over an area of mote than 40
hectares and was construcied over the
course of 15 centuries, beginning in
the Middle Preclassic before 500 BC.
This important ancient Maya center is
composed of several sectors unified by
canseways, one of which crosses a
contemporary political boundary, link-
ing Belize and Guatemala. Exploration
of the construction history of El Pilar
details the development of Maya civi-
lization, while survey of the residential
seciors details the ancient economic
landscape. Stabilizing and conserving
the architecture and reconstructing
examples of Maya houses within their
forest gardens educate local, regional
and international visitors in the values
of archaeological inquiry. The revival
of ancient traditions at El Pilar pro-
vides a context for a new perception of
Maya prehistory that takes into
account the complexity of the Maya
forest along with its peoples past and
present. This research provides a basis
for a new appreciation of the relevance
of the past in conceiving alternatives
for the future of the Maya forest and

people who live there today.

The ecological structure of the mod-
ern Maya forest is a result of the
dynamic relationship in which humans
have played an integral part. This rela-
tionship extends back more than 4 mil-
{ennia to the initial agricultural pio-
neers of the Maya forest region. The
large contiguous stands of forest are a
testimony to the efficacy of ancient
Maya practices. While the Classic
Maya caollapse affected the human
populations, plants and animals sur-
vived oniy to be threatened with
extinction today, Therein Yes the eco-
fogical lesson that must be learned to
build a sound basis for conservation in
the future.

Agricultural Design and Technology:
Implications for the Structure of the
Maya Forest

Traditional preduction systems in
the tropics worldwide focus on the
household and are as diverse as the
environment within which they devel-
oped. Systems, such as that of the
Maya, evelved mimicking the forest
structure a polycultivation system that
minimizes instability, prevents degra-

dation and infegrates both intensive
and extensive labor techniques to max-
imize production. Heterogeneous and
biodiverse, households’ forest gardens
constituted the strength of the Maya
community in the past, as well as
today, and rely on the traditional
knowledge of local farming house-
holds, This knowledge is refiected in
terms that describe a continuum of
economic qualities of the forest and a
long human coexistence with the for-
est. For example, Kanan K'ax
describes a “well-cared for” forest,
evoking a concept of stewardship;
K’ax il kab refers to a forest with bee-
hives; and Ka'kab K'ax, a forest with
good agricuttural soil. But today, vil-
lagers are rapidly abandoning time-
proven methods in exchange for intro-
duced technologies.

At El Pilar, development of a poly-
cultivation design is a process based
on a household plan that includes
annuals and perennials interspersed
with tree crops. This will provide an
ongoing source of innovation for the
community and foster resource conser-
vation and community development
that aligns with, rather than opposes,
natural regenerative processes of the
tropical forest. Through farmer partici-
pation and retworking, shared experi-
ence and knowledge will extend
beyond the boundaries of the reserve
to help restore the local landscape to a
state of greater biological diversity.
Traditional polycultivation strategies
involve an “industrious evolution™ of
skilled labor rather than an industrial
revolution based on scarce capital.
This was the foundation of the Maya
civilization, and it provides an alterna-
tive for the future.

Community Involvement, Investment
and Stewardskip

To accomplish the goal of improv-
ing living standards and self-sufficien-
cy, short-term needs of families must
be incorporated into the long-term
agenda of sustainabifity. Further, to
thrive and meet conservation goals the
tocal population must assume a stew-
ardship role.

A cooperative association has been
established with Amigos de El Pilar, a
community-based organization pro-
moting local participation in the
reserve. Their goal is te develop com-
munity enterprises in tourism and agri-
culture that increase villagers' eco-
nomic stake in the reserve. Through
education and participation, links
between the community and the
reserve will strengthen locat invest-
ments in conservation and develop
stewardship responsibility, The leader-
ship role they are assuming and self-
determination they are gaining is key
to the success of the El Pilar model.

Promoting Ecotourism at El Pilar

The tourism industry has increasing-
1y focused on traditional communities
and cultures as well as natural environ-
mental wonders. Mesoamerica, and
especially the Maya world, is now a
flourishing travel destination for
adventurers and ecotourists, Links
between specialty travel firms in the
international arena and regional travel
services in the Maya area are essential
to the development of this market, and
new destinations contribute signifi-
cantly to its appeal.

The El Pilar Program has set the
stage for ecotourism with local guides
and hotels, regional publications and
internationai promotion in media and
tour books. The program has werked
through the village council and Ami-
gos de El Pilar in education and train-
ing workshops, schoel lectares and
tours and by encouraging participation
in local archaeological research. The
program has hosted events, such as the
annual Fiesta EI Pilar, that draw
nationzl and regional attention. Lec-
fures and articles in Belize, Guatemala
and Mexico have increased knowledge
and appreciation of the site. Public
relatiens information has been circulat-
ed to international gnidebooks, has
been reported in professional journals
and is posted on the World Wide Web.
Funding from international agencies,
such as the Central American Commis-
sion-for Environment and Development
{CCAD), the Ford Foundation, the
MacArthur Foundation and the US
Agency for International Development
(USAID) has also elevated the visibili-
ty of Ei Pilar on the global front, pro-
viding a springboard for development.

Foundation for the Ei Pilar Model

Park management and planming is
fundamental to the reserve’s future.
Informed designs are based on assess-
ments of ecological and cultural-
resources within the protected area.
Further, identification of stakeholders,
incorporation of public interests, artic-
ulation of the mission and a clear set of
objectives for sustainable maintenance
of the reserve is essential. Finally, the
extent of conservation goals, issues of
access and education and long-term
funding needs must be developed. To
address these requisites, the program
organized the Mesa Redonda El Pilar
in January 1997 (sponsored by the
Ford Foundation) that brought together
28 professionals in research and devel-
opment to initiate the master planning
process. This plan is scheduled for
publication this year by the World
Monument Fund and US Man and the
Biosphere Program.

El Pilar is a resource divided by a
troubled border, and the management
ptan must take into account its location
between Cayo, Belize, and Ef Petén,
Guatemata. This unusual setting im-
pacts every aspect of research and
development activities at El Pilar. The
archaeological reserve has been estab-
itshed in Belize and is part of the
Reserva de 1a Biosfera Maya in Guate-
mala, The overall size of the civic cen-
ter is presently unknown as the most
comprehensive studies have thus far
concentrated in Belize. Preliminary
surveys of the Guatemalan section of
El Pilar demonstrate its importance.
Interviews in Guatemalan communities
suggest that there is considerably more
monumental architecture to be inven-
toried. Still, the El Pilar Archaeologi-
cal Reserve has already made consid-
erable progress toward its main objec-
tive: a program that promotes long-
term environmental sustainability
while seeking development that is
locally informed and rooted in the
ancient history of the Maya and their
forest.

Send news, notices, contments to
Robert Kelly, Dept of Anth, U Wy-
oming, Box 3431, Laramie, WY 82071,

rkelly@uwyo.edu.




