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The beautiful and rich

Cancún is located at the eastern end of the Yu-

catan Peninsula. About 800,000 people live

there permanently; in addition to this, approxi-

mately three million holidaymakers visit in the

course of the year. It is not really a city, but a 30-

kilometre-long chain of hotels, entertainment

venues and shops. Cancún is called ‘the beauti-

ful and rich’ because its image is dominated by expensive architecture, luxurious

shopping malls, palm trees and tropical gardens. The actual hotel zone runs along a

reef that is just 500 metres wide and fringed by white beaches on both sides. Before

1970, all that was there was low coastal

rainforest. Cancún was created deliber-

ately by the then Mexican government

as a major tourism project with funding

from private investors. It is a secluded

world far removed from the realities of

Mexico. The city is gradually starting to

face problems with its drinking water

supplies. Fresh water is extracted from

the calcareous karst bedrock. On account of the high levels of consumption, the

pressure in the underground aquifers is falling, drawing saline water into them.
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Failure averted

There were sighs of relief at 3.30 on Saturday morning. The final documents of the

Cancún Conference had been agreed without vetoes from China and the USA. The

Mexican conference president, Patricia Espinosa, announced that a consensus had

been reached, although Bolivia had held out for clearer targets to the very end. Hav-

ing kept the conference in suspense for two weeks with its categorical rejection of

further commitments, Japan too had backed down. The target of limiting the rise in

the Earth’s temperature to two degrees was adopted. However, the reductions actu-

ally pledged by the individual states would result in the temperature rising by three

degrees. In other words, there is still a tremendous amount to be done! Nevertheless,

the reductions of 25-40 % by 2020 to which the industrialised countries committed

themselves constitute real progress. The European Union’s disgraceful insistence on

a 20 % reduction by 2020 has therefore been consigned to the history books. The

EU’s inability to pledge a 30 % reduction in greenhouse gas emissions by 2020, even

though it had already succeeded in cutting them 17.3 % by 2010, was undoubtedly

one of the scandals of this conference.

Crystal-clear pools where
groundwater rises to the surface
are characteristic of the Yucatan
Peninsula, making it a paradise
for divers: the Cenote Azul near
Tulum.
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5,000 people call for binding decisions on climate protection outside the hermetically sealed
conference centre.

The German Federal Environment Minister, Norbert Röttgen, had taken ‘climate pro-

tection as an opportunity’ as the motto for the speech he delivered. He summarised

the German attitude by saying that the most successful economies would be those

that converted to a zero-carbon economy with the greatest rapidity and determina-

tion. The German reduction target of 40 % by 2020 with no ifs and buts and the con-

crete spending package pledged for forest protection made a big impression. The

spokesman from Bangladesh described Germany as the market leader in climate

protection. However, the next debate is already coming into view on the horizon. The

South African environment minister demanded that new jobs should not just be cre-

ated in the northern hemisphere.

African countries are among the main victims of climate change. However, their politicians
still do not always exert the influence the continent needs.
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The German chief negotiator Carsten Sach was ‘very satisfied’ at the close. With a

60-member delegation, Germany was represented on all the working groups and

took on a role forcing the pace in all the negotiations on individual issues. The brief-

ings at seven o’clock each morning ensured all the delegation members were kept

fully informed and enabled them to follow a clear strategic direction. Many delegates

from other countries looked to Germany. The great confidence shown in the Ger-

mans was sometimes embarrassing; it is a huge responsibility for our country.

At Cancún, women from various parts of the world raised joint demands, which they put to
the heads of delegation.

Maybe it was the holiday mood in Cancún that encouraged some of the delegations

to show flexibility in the end. Their bargaining positions had obviously been frozen

rigid by the icy, driving snow in Copenhagen a year earlier.
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South American Indians listening to the opening ceremony of the climate conference.

There are flies in the ointment, of course. Until global carbon trading is up and run-

ning, payments to developing countries will have to be channelled through public

budgets. From the point of view of the developing countries, the spending commit-

ments made by the industrialised states are too vague.

The delegates from Bhutan. The traditional clothes they are wearing are a sign of their self-
assurance.
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The reductions in emissions promised by the industrialised countries have still not

been laid down bindingly in a treaty either. Despite this, it is certain that work will con-

tinue on a comprehensive climate agreement under the auspices of the UN. After all,

there is definitely a sufficient degree of shared awareness about the need to change

course towards a low-carbon economy among the international community. The

storm of applause that erupted in the Cancún congress hall at the end of the confer-

ence made this abundantly clear.

In the forest of the Maya

A shared international approach to the protection of tropical forests is now being for-

mulated. The programme is known as ‘Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and

Forest Degradation’ or, more briefly, the REDD+ Mechanism. The plus sign stands

for the recognition of afforestation schemes. In exchange for concrete measures,

such as halting forest clearances, basing forestry activities on single-tree harvesting

and conserving areas that are not subject to anthropogenic influences, local commu-

nities receive financial aid from the industrialised countries. In the mean time, the

amounts pledged have reached more than three billion euros. Norway will pay 750

million euros a year; Germany is contributing 300 million euros. The experience

gained to date suggests that costs of nine euros per tonne are to be expected when

CO2 emissions are reduced by practicing sustainable forestry. Industrial measures

cost 15 to 30 euros per tonne of CO2. In terms of the costs for an area of forest, this

implies a financial commitment of between ten and 30 euros per hectare per year.

A street scene in the Maya town of Felipe Carrillo Puerto. The town has a strikingly pleasant
atmosphere.
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So much for the theory. I wanted to know what was happening on the ground. De-

scendants of the Maya have lived in the tropical forest around the town of Felipe

Carrillo Puerto in Yucatan since the Spanish conquest. The first area they showed

me had been reforested 15 years earlier following a forest fire. The young trees

were eight to ten metres high.

This did not look like a rainforest. It could better be described as arid forest. The hu-

mus layer covering the porous limestone was just two to four centimetres thick. How-

ever, the young forest is species-rich and well managed. Sebastien Proust from

Much’ Kanan K’aax, an organisation that is providing scientific guidance to the cli-

mate change project in the Maya forests, calculated that six tonnes of carbon per

hectare had been sequestrated over the last 15 years across a 133-hectare trial

area. He explained this was equivalent to 22 tonnes of CO2 being locked up per hec-

tare per year!

Only a very thin layer of humus is found in
the forests of Yucatan. 95 % of the carbon

is stored in above-ground biomass.

Dendrometer bands are used to measure the trees’
annual growth. This makes it possible to calculate the

amount of carbon being locked up.
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Forest guide Felix Ka’huich Kaamal describing the traditional ways wood is used. The Maya
have a deep-rooted relationship to their forest.

Moving further into the forest, a village elder, Felix Ka’huich Kaamal, showed us a

30-year-old stand in another area where the forest had previously burned down.

Here, the trees were 25 to 30 metres high – a German forest would need at least

twice as long to grow this much. The bark on some of the trees had been notched.

White sap was oozing out. It was latex, which the Maya use to make natural chewing

gum. The trees were called chicozapote. Their wood was heavy and dark red-brown

in colour. Alongside them stood mahogany and cedar trees. The timber is gathered

by means of single-tree harvesting; the workers only ever picks out mature trees to

fell. The forest is accessible solely via footpaths. When asked how the wood was

transported, the men said that they had recently started using a modern rope winch.

This enabled them to remove longer pieces.
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The forest is managed communally. The

ejidos (pronounced ‘ekhidos’) were created

during the Mexican Revolution in 1918 as a

form of ownership for landless workers. To-

day, 70 % of Mexico’s forests belong to lo-

cal communities. Each family is represented

on the ejido council. Near the village, small

arable fields shaded by trees are planted

with maize and vegetables. Use is made of

all the forest products, from wood and me-

dicinal plants to honey and fibres. We saw

several traditional pole houses thatched with palm leaves stood on the banks of a

lake. Increasing numbers of nature tourists who wish to spend a few days living in

harmony with nature are coming to the area.

My next destination was the neighbouring village of Betania. It is home to 700 peo-

ple, who live in 140 families. This means that, on average, there are five people in

each household! The houses are widely scattered in the forest. A bulldozer was at

work, constructing a village road. In the past, it had only been possible to reach the

farmsteads along footpaths. Most of the farms are incredibly poor, with a few chick-

ens, a pig and the occasional goat. However, the local people proudly presented their

The Maya cultivate field crops in clear-
ings under the forest trees. Victoria, the

village spokeswoman from Betania,
showed us various maize varieties. The

diversity of tastes was impressive.

For the first time, a village road is being con-
structed linking Betania’s widely scattered hous-

es. In the past, the farmsteads could only be
reached along footpaths.

One of the more comfortable houses at the
village of Betania in Yucatan. Many people live
in terrible poverty.
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new forestry plan. In Betania too, the forest is managed using single-tree harvesting.

A mobile sawmill allows each felled trunk to be sawn up into planks straight away.

The men then carry the planks one by one to the closest forest track. The most inac-

cessible parts of the communal land have been abandoned to nature. The rest has

been divided up into 25 plots. Under an annual rotation system, each plot is only har-

vested every 25 years.

The Maya only ever fell individual, valuable trees. Due to the difficulties involved in transport-
ing the trees, they saw up the trunks into planks on the spot. They then carry them to the

distant forest tracks. Here, a mahogany tree is being milled.

This is all very reminiscent of the German forest cooperatives. The use of mobile ma-

terial ropeways is also common on inaccessible terrain in Germany. There is cer-

tainly common ground between rural development activities on different continents.

The European Union’s methods and experience could be highly useful for the

elaboration of the REDD+ Programme. Area-based direct payments, the procure-

ment of equipment and grants for community social facilities could also be instru-

ments in forest protection. Correct management can be monitored by satellite any-

where in the world.
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The local community at the village of Betania in Yucatan recently set up a joinery workshop
to produce goods made out of wood from the surrounding forest. The workers proudly show

the visiting German parliamentarians what they have achieved by their own initiative.

Betania’s pride and joy is its new joinery workshop. This produces goods for the

village’s own market. Furniture now no longer needs to be bought in from outside.

More of the value created stays in the locality. This too is reminiscent of rural devel-

opment programmes implemented under European agricultural policies. The mayor

told us that the young people would certainly like to stay in the village if only they

could see some prospect of development for themselves and their children. The per-

formance of services that benefit society as a whole attracts public payments in

Europe. The conservation of the tropical forests is undoubtedly a public good, a good

on which all the Earth’s inhabitants depend. It is therefore justifiable for the careful

use of these forests to be supported. Forest conservation serves climate protection, it

safeguards biological diversity and it helps to combat poverty. It was noticeable how

natrurally the village elders spoke of the value of carbon sequestration and the sus-

tainable use of the Earth’s natural resources. The globalisation of information via the

Internet is spreading new ideas to the most remote corners of the world. I was ac-

companied by Marie Claire Paiz and Rosario Alvarez Gutiérrrez from the Mexican

environmental organisation TNC, who told me that as late as the 1970s the then

Mexican President had proclaimed the slogan ‘Not a hectare of Mexico should be

unproductive!’ At that time, forest areas were believed to be useless and backward;

their clearance was regarded as progress. The global transformation in our concep-



12

tion of forests and their value was the most cheering thing I learned about on my visit

to the Maya forest of Yucatan.

A new building in the forest. The growth of Mexico’s population is driving massive forest
clearances in the areas around the urban centres.

New developments and roads are eating into the coastal forest on the peripheries of the city
of Playa del Carmen. Mexico currently has a population of 108 million, whose average age is

24.


