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Overview

• What is political ecology? How do 
political ecologists understand 
corruption?

• Narco-deforestation and corruption in 
Guatemala’s Maya Biosphere

• Understanding and implementing a 
political ecology approach in anti-
corruption and natural resource 
management programs

Chicle Tapper, Guatemala’s Maya Biosphere Reserve
Source: Jennifer Devine



What is political ecology? 

Political ecology (PE) studies how politics, 
economics, and culture shape environmental 
change, and vice versa.

PE integrates ecological and social sciences with 
political economy.

PE focuses on how power relations impact the 
distribution of costs and benefits of environmental 
change and how inequality and unequal resource 
distribution drive conservation crime.

Source: Bryant and Bailey 1996, West 2016 
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Political ecology understands corruption as the abuse of entrusted power for private gain 
(transparency.org), but also as a system of governance that reproduces acute inequality 

and injustice through dispossession in ways that are often legal.

How do political ecologists understand corruption?

Examples of corruption in Guatemala’s Maya Biosphere Reserve:

• Traffickers paying bribes to law enforcement 

• Impunity for environmental crimes

• Criminal organizations funding political parties

• Laws that criminalize ancestral land uses in protected areas 

• Foreign and national elites misusing development and 
conservation funds for personal enrichment 

Source: Jennifer Devine



Reoccurrence of fire
(number of times burned)

Manmade Fires: 1998 - 2016



Source: prensalibre.com, anonymous

Narco-Cattle Ranching in the Maya Biosphere

“Narcos look for frontier area” 



Source: www.plazapublica.com.gt

Narco-Cattle Ranching in the Maya Biosphere



Source: Infobae.com

“Airplanes with cocaine in 
between Maya pyramids: 

how an archeological paradise 
turned into the most recent 

route of narcos” 



Understanding and Implementing a Political Ecology Approach 
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Uaxactún, Guatemala
Source: Jennifer Devine



86% of our 
deforested data 
points display 
evidence of 
cattle ranching

Source: Devine et. al 2020



Understanding and Implementing a Political Ecology Approach 



Source: www.bosques-lacandon.org

“They burned down our houses and the sacks 
of corn we had, without explanation.  

We are not cattle ranchers, but 
agriculturalists” 

---Maya Biosphere Evictee, interview



Narco-Cattle Ranching

Source: WCS  



Understanding and Implementing a Political Ecology Approach 

“Guatemala's Forest Guardians”
Source: Jessica Long



Reoccurrence of fire
(number of times burned)

Manmade Fires: 1998 - 2016



Source: ACOFOP and Jennifer Devine

Asocación de Comunidades Forestales de Petén
Association of Petén’s Forest Communities 

“You are in the Maya Biosphere Reserve 
Protected Area: Prohibited Activities”



San  
Miguel

Source: Jennifer Devine



Forest Guardians: Community Foresters

Source: ACOFOP



Understanding and Implementing a Political Ecology Approach 

Village in the Maya Biosphere Reserve
Source: Jennifer Devine



Understanding and Implementing a Political Ecology Approach 

Source: USAID, McSweeney et. al 2014, www.worldmeets.us
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