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BACKGROUND AND OVERVIEW 
 

Situated between the towering Sierra de la Giganta mountains and the stunning 
Gulf of California, Loreto is the proud gateway to one of México's four national marine 
parks. The Bay of Loreto National Park (PNBL), comprises 510,000 acres, including five 
islands with more than 48 miles of coastline (29 times the size of Baja California Sur's 
other national marine park, Cabo Pulmo).  

 
 

 
 
Five of the six sea turtle species in the country use PNBL for food, shelter, 

resting or nesting. PNBL provides an important sanctuary for the Blue Whale and many 
other whale and marine mammal species; three-quarters of the marine mammal species 
found in México are represented here. The Park's islands, coastline and waters provide 
critical nesting and foraging habitat for more than 20 endangered or threatened species 
of birds, fish, mammals, reptiles, plants, and other life forms. Its widely varied 
ecosystems support tremendous levels of both marine and terrestrial biodiversity, 
including several animals and plants found nowhere else in the world. 
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Because of its importance as a critical wildlife refuge, PNBL was declared a 
Ramsar site in 2004, and its islands as part of a UNESCO World Heritage Site in 2005. 
The town of Loreto is recognized as a Mexican “Pueblo Mágico” for its cultural and 
historical significance, including the first Spanish mission on the Baja peninsula (1697), 
pre-historic cave paintings, and traditional ranching culture. 

 
For 80 years, Loreto served as the first capital of Las Californias, from 1697 to 

1777. The Camino Real de las Californias, the historical trail that linked California's 
Spanish missions, originated in Loreto and is now proposed for listing as a binational 
UNESCO World Heritage Site. 

 
PNBL celebrated its 20th anniversary in July of 2016, but faces monumental 

challenges on several fronts. Existing regulations are sporadically enforced, training of 
Park personnel is inconsistent, and soon-to-be-updated conservation management plans 
are either insufficient or insufficiently implemented to provide adequate protection for the 
stunning biodiversity that exists in the Gulf of California. Funding for all aspects of Park 
operations is threatened by decreasing national oil revenues that support the federal 
government; the Park's already-stretched operating budget was slashed by 50% last 
year. 
 
 Resources in this Marine Protected Area (MPA) are degraded by illegal 
commercial fishing, widespread and virtually unmanaged small-scale subsistence 
fishing, tourist activities by poorly informed or uncaring vacationers, sport fishing, 
vehicles on nesting beaches, disturbance of turtle nests (both intentional and 
unintentional), consumption of turtle meat and other threatened or stressed species, and 
inappropriate coastal development. 
 
 Beyond these direct threats to marine resources, Loreto has seen a huge spike in 
federally-granted mining concessions over the past ten years. Between 2010 and the 
end of 2014, mining concessions in the municipality of Loreto increased from 1.38% to 
16.46% of its entire land area -- 15 concessions covering 80,896 hectares (199,896 
acres). The prospect of an open pit copper/gold mine, and the environmental 
catastrophe it could represent for the Park's resources, is potentially on par with all of the 
Park's other challenges combined. 
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 Loreto's local economy is tied closely to American and Canadian tourism, which 
has struggled to rebound since 2008. Accordingly, unemployed or underemployed 
construction and tourism workers and their families may be unduly susceptible to the 
lure provided by potential mining operations. As fish stocks dwindle, fishing families, too, 
face an increasingly tough time providing for their families, and have few viable options 
for upward economic mobility. 
 
 

 
 
 Addressing these challenges for both the short- and long-term requires a 
forward-thinking, stable, and comprehensive strategy that embraces the many 
stakeholders interested in a successfully-managed Park and a sustainable and growing 
local economy. On many levels, Eco-Alianza is stepping up to help shape the future of 
the community, and reaching out to a network of capable partners eager to recognize its 
historic past and its irreplaceable natural resources, without jeopardizing its future.  
 
  
ECO-ALIANZA'S BACKGROUND 
 

MISSION 
To protect and conserve our natural and cultural environment by empowering civil 

society and government to jointly create healthy and prosperous communities. 
 
 Now in its tenth year, Eco-Alianza de Loreto, A.C., has grown from a fledgling 
grassroots organization into a broadly-respected environmental resource for Loreto and 
the central Gulf of California. As a Mexican-registered NGO (Asociación Civil in 
Spanish), Eco-Alianza is managed by an experienced staff of 11 Mexican nationals, 
mostly from Loreto, and supported by an international Board of Directors and a 
distinguished, international Advisory Board. The organization's hallmark always has 
been collaboration for effective leadership, hence the name "Eco-Alliance". 
 
 As PNBL and our municipality of Loreto are faced with increasing environmental 
and cultural challenges, it's become increasingly clear to our Board and staff that 
addressing these myriad challenges requires a comprehensive approach that embraces 
the international significance of Loreto and its environs. Our organizational framework is 
flexible and encourages cooperative approaches. Our formal partnership agreements 
with PNBL, the local University (UABCS), and the municipal government provide a 
framework upon which to build an international network of supportive institutions (see 
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Appendices). As explained later in this document, our Sister Parks/Sister Cities/Sister 
Missions initiative already is formalizing this network. 
 
 With potentially significant landscape-scale challenges on the horizon, for both 
land and sea, Eco-Alianza hopes to serve as a catalyst for international focus on 
protecting this region that is so worthy of conservation attention. The Board of Directors 
stands ready to consider additional "sister" relationships that hold the promise of 
mutually beneficial, cooperative projects and with which we "share common interests 
and objectives in teaching, research, and public service." It is easy to see how a 
formalized partnership with UC-NRS could meet these criteria. 
 
 In its first ten years, Eco-Alianza has been backed by a broad range of 
foundations and supporters, and has partnered in its work with more than a dozen NGOs 
and institutions. Financial supporters have included Sandler Foundation, International 
Community Foundation, Marisla Foundation, World Wildlife Fund/Carlos Slim 
Foundation, The Ocean Foundation, Fondo Mexicano para la Conservacion de la 
Naturaleza, A.C., Walton Family Foundation, Kathryn & Charles Mitchell, Anthony & 
Linda Kinninger Family Trust, Environment Now, The David & Lucille Packard 
Foundation, Dalio Foundation, Paul M. Angell Family Foundation, and hundreds of 
individual donors. 
 
 Our headquarters building – “Centro Comunitario para el Medio Ambiente” 
(CenCoMA) acts as an accessible community magnet where social and professional 
groups meet regularly. It is used extensively as a learning facility for workshops, classes, 
and science-based presentations in both English and Spanish on a wide range of 
environmental and natural history topics. Its auditorium has hosted dozens of public 
scientific presentations, including those by leaders of Scripps Institution of 
Oceanography, other University of California departments, our state university (UABCS), 
Centro Interdisciplinario de Ciencias Marinas (CICIMAR), Centro Mexicano de Derecho 
Ambiental (CEMDA), and Defensa Ambiental del Noroeste (DAN). Our "brand" is as a 
stable community leader that takes inclusive, reasonable, scientific, and forward-thinking 
approaches to the community's challenges.  
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 We've worked closely with our supporters to build a strong organization with firm 
footings in the local community. Eco-Alianza is now well-positioned to bring together 
citizens, community groups, and institutions to create and support sustainable solutions. 
As an organization, we have gone well out of our way to effect change through 
collaborative, rather than adversarial, methods.  
 
 Eco-Alianza's educators have worked hand-in-hand with the local school system 
to strengthen environmental education and initiate curriculum enhancements. Our team 
initiated an organization of environmental educators throughout the municipality, which 
now meets monthly in our building. Eco-Alianza educators teach environmental science 
in the schools, in our building, and perhaps most importantly, in the rich natural 
environment that is Loreto. For many children, our educational trips offer their first 
chance to visit the islands that are their neighbors. 
 

 
 
 We have engaged citizen scientists working with our staff to assess water quality, 
initiate beach clean-ups, and continuously monitor water health at 12 area beaches. As 
leader of the “Loreto Coastkeeper” program we've developed a water testing laboratory; 
we are in the process, together with the UABCS, to gain certification as a lab that can 
conduct unbiased water testing for government agencies and other clients. On a weekly 
basis, our sea water quality testing results are distributed to government representatives 
and also publicized through the "SwimGuide" of the international Waterkeeper alliance, 
and through our website and social media. 
 
 Eco-Alianza staff members have successfully worked with the PNBL to inform the 
public and to help build consensus regarding fishing regulations, transparent 
enforcement efforts, and park management. The new park management plan, awaiting 
approval, includes an important and expanded network of fishery replenishment zones 
that could be critical in addressing Park natural resource issues (an effective strategy in 
our Sister Park, the Channel Islands National Park in the U.S.). Our Director of Marine 
and Coastal Conservation now serves as President of the Park Advisory Board and is 
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working diligently to strengthen local fishing cooperatives, some of which also use our 
building for a meeting space.  
 
 Our staff also is working closely with citizen groups of teachers, eco-tourism 
guides, and entrepreneurs to make them more efficient and effective through 
collaboration and training workshops. 
 

 
 
 Perhaps most importantly, we joined forces with several government 
departments and civic leaders to enact Loreto's 496-page Plan de Ordenamiento 
Ecológico Local del Municipio de Loreto (POEL) -- one of Mexico's very few municipal 
ordinances that severely constrains the ability of extractive industries and other activities 
to threaten the town's limited water supply and the pristine nature of the national marine 
park. Loreto is a community with a relatively small population, but this cutting-edge 
legislation is testament to the community's resilience and underlying conservation ethic. 
 
 The core principle of inclusion and responsible co-management now is working 
well as Loreto's municipal administration addresses longstanding infrastructure issues 
and as federal government support for our national marine park is strained in the face of 
decreased federal oil revenues. With our reputation for capable and responsible 
leadership, Eco-Alianza is well positioned to move forward cooperatively on several 
initiatives that will impact Loreto for decades.  
  
 

 
 
 As one of Mexico's four national marine parks, the 20-year-old “Parque Nacional 
Bahía de Loreto”  (PNBL) should stand as an example of the best marine conservation 
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efforts the country has to offer. Each aspect of our comprehensive strategy addresses 
immediate concerns, but takes a long-term approach in preparing the Park and the 
municipality for the next 20 years and beyond. Our strategy includes four interconnected, 
core programs: 
 
 
Alternative Livelihoods/Business Incubator 
 
  
 A confluence of circumstances has created an ideal opportunity to advance an 
innovative and flexible approach to economic development and environmental 
management. 
 
 Since well before the national marine park was established here in 1996, it's 
been clear that the health of Loreto's marine environment is inextricably tied to the 
growth of eco-tourism and its conservation ethic, as well as to the management of the 
fishing and marine foods industry. Sustainable Fisheries are addressed in a separate 
section of this document, but simple logic dictates that the less that Loreto families rely 
on fishing, the more possible it will be to transition Loreto's fishery to a sustainable 
status. 
 

 
 
 Accordingly, the more that fishing families can rely on alternate sources of 
income (even part-time), the better. Amazing alternative tourism experiences abound 
here:   
 

• Ecotourism  
o Whale watching, birding, botany, fossil and geology walks 
o Participating in or visiting monitoring/research projects   
o Interpretive hiking, trail visits at the islands  
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• Rural Tourism 
o Differentiated gastronomic experiences 
o Archaeology interpretive visits 
o Rural photography hiking trail visits 
o Community life experience visits 
o Artisanal workshops experiences at communities 

 
 

Tourist surveys indicate that additional marketing of experiential opportunities would 
have a high potential for success. 
 
 Eco-Alianza plans to initiate an Alternative Livelihood Development Center on a 
site adjoining our Community Center for the Environment (CenCoMA). 
 
 Working in coordination with the municipal tourism department, fishing 
cooperatives, the local university (UABCS Loreto), and several other partners, the 
Alternative Livelihood Development Center will work as an “Eco-Incubator” of new and 
ongoing ventures (Eco-Ventures). It will provide entrepreneurial training and expertise to 
support the generation of alternatives to traditional small-scale fishing. 
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 Using training protocols built into our adapted model of intervention, we have 
already begun working with seven social entrepreneurship groups.  
 
 Four of these groups are fishing cooperatives. With them, we are developing 
sustainable ecotourism alternatives based on their exclusive special exploitation rights 
for two marine species under special protection, the sea cucumber (Isostichopus fuscus) 
and the rock scallop (Spondylus calcifer).  
 
 With another group we are seeking to continue the Park's recently cancelled sea 
turtle monitoring program as an ecotourism experiential citizen science research project.  
 
 With the last two groups, we are developing and testing new business models for 
added value and commercialization of the chocolate clam (Megapitaria squalida), and 
some other species from small-scale fisheries. 
 
 Our Executive President Hugo Quintero, through advanced course work at the 
Center for Social Impact Strategy (CSIS) of the University of Pennsylvania's Wharton 
School, already has been trained to initiate the Eco-Ventures program aimed at 
sustainable economic development. The Alternative Livelihoods incubator project also 
will benefit from a follow-on intensive residential course, recently completed in Costa 
Rica, that will provide ongoing development advice, specific to our project, as well as 
mentoring by CSIS and UPenn staff. 
 
 

 
 
 The Anthony and Linda Kinninger Family Trust already has secured the site for 
the economic development facility, and site work is underway. Federal economic 
development funding for this project is a very real possibility, as well as support from the 
municipality. Anthony and Linda Kinninger are the donors of the property, as well as 
funding partners.  
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 A two-year phased development of this initiative will necessarily include building 
and property improvements, as well as funding for salaries to include marketing, 
logistical support, and management. As part of the project, we are developing the 
Loreto.com website, for which we've already attained the domain name through a 
donation by the Kinninger Family Trust. The website will help market Loreto as an eco-
tourism destination, and will encourage support for locally-based restaurants, hotels, 
businesses, guides, and other tourism services and programs that engender a 
conservation ethic. 
 

The official electronic magazine of Eco-Alianza 
www.loreto.com 

 

 
 
 In a potential collaboration with the Park and the municipality's tourism 
department, a small welcome center in the building could provide cruise ship visitors and 
other tourists with information about the Park and about sustainable tourism options. 
 
 The building also could house a center for visiting scientists who are working with 
the Park, in association with universities, or for government entities. A scientific field 
station could be outfitted with appropriate equipment and connected to a network of local 
field sites for scientific study in the Park and throughout the region. On an individual, less 
formal basis, Eco-Alianza for several years already has hosted working groups of 
physical and social scientists from American universities. 
 
 
Sister Cities/Sister Parks -- Loreto, BCS and Ventura, California 
 
 Our Board members and our efforts have driven the young, but already 
successful, international "Sister City" relationship between Loreto and Ventura, 
California. The municipal governments "exchanged keys," and are now co-marketing 

http://www.loreto.com/
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mutually beneficial arrangements around tourism (eco-tourism and religious tourism), 
information exchanges, and experiential educational opportunities.  
 
 In late 2016, the presidents of the United States and México committed in 
Washington, D.C., to a formal "Sister Parks" agreement linking PNBL and the Channel 
Islands National Park (CINP) in Ventura, CA. The agreement was formalized with a 
signing in Hawaii at the quadrennial meeting of the International Union for the 
Conservation of Nature (signed by Alejandro del Mazo, Director, National Commission of 
Protected Areas (CONANP),  and Jonathan Jarvis, National Park Service Director, now 
retired). 
 
 The two national parks are strikingly similar. Each is adjacent to a tourism-
dependent city and each is home to five ocean islands with incredibly diverse 
ecosystems that are relatively easy to access by boat. Both parks also are part of the 
Blue Whale's migration route. 
 
 CINP marine scientists have extensive experience with initiating and tracking 
success in "no-take" fishery replenishment zones, and Park Rangers and crews of 
volunteers have experience with enforcement of these initiatives. Park managers already 
have offered assistance to Loreto's marine park in assessing and implementing effective 
options. Formalization of the Sister Parks relationship makes PNBL's success part of the 
mission of CINP and gives its managers a green light to assist PNBL with human and 
physical resources on a limited basis. 
 
 Ventura's business incubator, administered by its city hall, will also serve as a 
model and as support for our own economic development initiative. The Mayor of Loreto 
and Eco-Alianza representatives have already visited the incubator space at the 
invitation of the Mayor of Ventura. 
 
 Leaders in Ventura's Sister City Committee are also managers at the city's tourist 
visitor center and have offered counsel in establishing a small welcome center in Loreto. 
The Father at Ventura's historic mission church also has visited Loreto repeatedly as 
part of the committee, and is interested in helping to promote a "religious tourism" 
exchange. 
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 This "sisterhood" in all its manifestations will benefit Loreto and our other 
initiatives -- from strengthening our marine park management to strengthening our social 
ventures incubator to helping establish a marine science program for Loreto's campus of 
the state university (UABCS), to fostering sustainable land use and water management 
approaches both here and in the U.S.A.  
 
 
Sustainable Fisheries and Resource Management 
 
 Like many fishing communities on the Gulf of California, Loreto has relied for 
many generations on a seemingly limitless supply of seafood. Over the last few 
decades, however, fish stocks have dwindled and fish sizes have shrunk.  
 
 Historically, fishermen here have simply caught what the ocean has offered up, 
with little record keeping or selective harvesting. Fish, clams, sea turtles, and other 
marine products have historically sustained the small human population. But, as the 
local population has grown, fishing methods by local families have continued relatively 
unchanged, despite scientific advances in understanding the importance of breeding 
cycles, marine ecosystems, and other factors influencing sustainable harvests. 
 

 
 
 Considering that the Park celebrated its 20th anniversary last July, Eco-Alianza is 
working with all stakeholders towards approval of the Park's revised management plan. 
The plan will use proven fisheries science to increase both biomass and diversity 
through an expanded network of fishery replenishment zones, while still allowing for 
sustainable harvests.  
 
 Already, Eco-Alianza's Marine and Coastal Program Director has been working 
with fishing cooperatives to encourage use of logbooks, which are beginning to provide 



Page 14 of 37 
 

baseline catch data. Analysis of data will ultimately result in a plan to manage the catch 
of stressed species, protect breeding cycles, and enforce no-take zones that the fishing 
cooperatives and other stakeholders have helped to establish.  
 
 The resources of the Park, and the incomes of local fishermen relying on 
traditional fishing methods, also have been stressed by outside forces. Large 
international fishing conglomerates have used extractive methods that are destructive to 
"bycatch" species and the sea floor, to sea turtles, and to the overall health of local 
ecosystems. Similarly, harvest of Loreto's iconic “almejas chocolatas” -- chocolate clams 
(Megapitaria squalida) has been thrown out of balance through harvest by scuba divers 
using large suction hoses instead of traditional methods. The clam fishery has been 
closed intermittently due to overfishing.. 
  
 As stated earlier, PNBL is 29 times the size of the park at Cabo Pulmo, so 
research and enforcement efforts are extremely challenging even in the best of times 
with sufficient financial resources. With its operating budget halved, PNBL's Director 
approached Eco-Alianza for donations for the maintenance of and fuel for the Park 
Rangers' boats. This support is now taking shape.  
  
 In addition to the efforts mentioned above, supporting conservation protection for 
endangered, endemic species on PNBL's islands is critical. The remote nature of Isla 
Catalina, for example, helps protect the Catalina deer mouse (Peromyscus slevini) and 
the Santa Catalina rattlesnake (Crotalus Catalinensis, "the rattlesnake that lost its 
rattle"). But illegal "collectors" for the pet trade have previously threatened the snake's 
populations and are surely heartened by lax enforcement. Both of these species are 
listed as Critically Endangered on the IUCN Red List. Here again, management 
assistance by Channel Islands National Park could be extremely helpful as scientists 
and managers there also have vast experience protecting endemic island species. 
 
 
Mining Threat/Watershed Protection Campaign 
  
 In the near term, perhaps the greatest threat to Loreto's sustainable future is the 
prospect of a large-scale mining operation being sited here. Nearly 200,000 acres in the 
municipality are now under mining concession (although no exploitation permits have yet 
been applied for). 
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 Specialized mining exploration companies from Australia and Canada have been 
aggregating mining concessions in the most promising areas. Azure Minerals reported to 
its shareholders that “Surface sampling was very successful for copper and gold. Stage 
2 exploration, comprising detailed surface mapping and sampling, has recently been 
completed, with results awaited." We have developed separate documents that provide 
additional details. 
 
  

 
 Mining concessions, unfortunately, overlap and abut the San Juan Londo 
watershed, which provides nearly all of the drinking water for Loreto. If a mine were to be 
permitted, mining-related caustics leaching into the aquifer, or being flushed into the 
Park during a flooding event or failed holding pond dam, could be catastrophic. Mining 
operations could pollute the air, drinking water, watershed, view-shed, family-oriented 
social sector, and Park ecosystems.  
 
 Eco-Alianza has monitored this potentially devastating threat for several years, 
and was instrumental in working with the municipal government to enact one of México's 
first POELs, a local ordinance that strictly limits mining activities in the municipality. The 
legislation was passed nearly unanimously, with minimal dissent. The document is 
available in Spanish for download  (+40MB) 
 
 Although it is not possible to outlaw mining (under Mexican Federal law), the 400-
page ordinance is designed to make the establishment of a large-scale mining operation 
cost prohibitive if not impossible. This municipal ordinance is untested in court and the 
international mining companies involved are well funded. Accordingly, continued 
vigilance and preparation are called for. Although a legal challenge is not imminent, 
environmental attorneys from CEMDA and DAN think it is probable.  
 
 We are expand our Loreto Watershed Campaign as part of an overall strategy to 
defend Loreto's ground water and aquifers, and protect the watershed basins against 
toxic economic activities, including mining. Scientists from both of our "sister" 
universities are available to update hydrology studies and provide well-researched 
scientific benchmarks that could serve to refute claims of "no impact" by any future 
mining industry environmental impact statements. 
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Our Watershed Protection Campaign has three core elements:   
 

1. Prepare the municipal planning department to correctly interpret and enforce the 
Plan de Ordenamiento Ecológico Local (POEL) and the Urban Development 
Plan. The POEL is very specific, dividing the municipality into 94 environmental 
management units (UGAs) and 184 sub-units, with a wide variety of regulations. 
The Urban Development Plan for the main development corridor of the 
municipality includes additional, separate regulations. Our work will use GIS 
technology to prepare a guide for municipal employees to interpret the POEL 
when a mining company or developer applies for permits. Training workshops will 
prepare the planning department to assess permit applications and interpret the 
regulations appropriately. Additional workshops will be offered to developers and 
companies interested in proposing projects, encouraging them to strictly follow 
existing regulations when in the planning phase, before submitting plans. 

 
2. Environmental attorneys from CEMDA and DAN have suggested a proactive 

legal approach to assist and prepare the citizens and the municipality of Loreto to 
defend the POEL and its intent in court. We will recruit and engage a team of 
legal talent and expert witnesses to assess and complete all necessary 
background work --- providing the municipality with a "turnkey" strategy to 
defending the POEL and its ramifications. The municipality's finances currently 
would not accommodate this important, proactive legal preparation. 

 
3. To counter industry-slanted, pro-mining propaganda, we will compile and prepare 

fact- and science-based assessments of the impact of mining projects on host 
communities. Our water conservation and water testing programs already 
support a well-informed citizenry, so this project will take our efforts a step 
further. It will also encourage grassroots citizen action by Loretanos who support 
the POEL and watershed conservation.  
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Appendices Attached 
 

A. Sister Park Agreement between Mexico and the U.S. 
B. Letter of Support from the University of Baja California Sur 
C. Agreement between CONANP and Eco-Alianza 
D. Agreement between Parque Nacional Bahía de Loreto and Eco-Alianza 
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A. Sister Park Agreement between Mexico and the U.S. 
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B. Letter of Support from the University of Baja California Sur 
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C. Agreement between CONANP and Eco-Alianza 
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D. Agreement between Parque Nacional Bahía de Loreto and Eco-Alianza 
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