Conclusions and Recommendations

The characterization of the Placencia Lagoon was essential to put into perspective the natural and
man induced factors that could affect the health and function of the estuarine system. While there
is not yet any cause for alarm, it is essential to stimulate public discussion about the fate of the
lagoon and effect monitoring, research and management initiatives in the area to prevent any
potential impacts from increasing land-based uses surrounding the lagoon.

The invaluable natural ecological services and socioeconomic benefits derived from the Placencia
estuarine system is enough justification to maintain it in healthy and functional condition. Bearing
this in mind, it is imperative that future developments are planned to ensure the lowest possible
impact on the estuary.

The full version of this report is available at the CZMAI Reference and Resource
Library and will be online shortly.
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There are 30 coastal lagoons distributed along the mainland coastline of Belize. Most of these
lagoons remain in pristine condition. This may be attributed to the fact that most of these lagoons
are remote and isolated from direct human impacts. The Placencia Lagoon is one of the larger
coastal lagoons in Belize, located between 16°30° and 16°40° N latitude and 88°20 and 88°25° W
longitude (Fig. 1). The Placencia Lagoon is 3.4 km wide at its widest extent, 20 km long and covers
a surface area of 30 km?. It is currently a focal area for human settlement, tourism, fisheries and
aquaculture development.

How important is the Placencia Lagoon?

The Placencia Lagoon may be considered as an impor-
tant estuarine system based on: (1) ecological and envi- |
ronmentabsignificance (2) recreational opportunities and
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survival. The vegetation fringing the lagoon supports nesting sites for several marine birds. Peli-
cans, gulls and bobbies are seen feeding in the lagoon and roosting on the natural vegetation.

The marshlands surrounding the Placencia Lagoon
provide important environmental services such as

sediment removal, absorption of nutrients and pol-
lutants from storm water and wastewater. The adja- o
cent alluvial coastal plains are considered as the most
suitable lands for shrimp mariculture in Belize.

In addition to the aforementioned benefits, the lagoon
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Undoubtedly, there are many benefits that could be  Figure 1: Geographic location of the Placencia
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The need for research

There is growing concern about the current status and fate of the Placencia Lagoon amidst the

Aquaculture farm in southern Belize.

changing land use in the adjoining catchments.
The destruction of natural vegetation to construct
dwellings, resorts, roads, and aquaculture devel-
opment is a major issue in this area. Another is-
sue that is frequently echoed and poorly substan-
tiated is the contamination of the lagoon by do-
mestic and industrial effluent. Based on these con-
cerns, the Water Quality Unit of the CZM Insti-
tute embarked on a study of the Placencia La-
goon. The objectives of the study were as fol-
lows:

and document the characteristics of the Placencia Lagoon

e the vulnerability of the Placencia Lagoon to the potential impacts of land use
human settlement and aquaculture development.

e current status of the Placencia Lagoon based on key water quality indicators.

ed results that contribute to a better understanding of the estuarine system of the
. The depths in the lagoon vary from near zero at the boundaries to approxi-
below mean sea level in the deepest channels and the mouth of the lagoon (fig.
hat the depressions in the lagoon floor serve as receptacles for organic materials
d undergo decomposition.

The data collected confirmed that both the terrestrial and marine environments influence the la-
goon. The salinity distribution and the circulation patterns
of the lagoon prove that it is a moderately mixed estuary.
This means that there is freshwater and seawater mixing Placencia Lagoon Bathymetry P\
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increase towards the mouth of the estuary.

The spatial distribution of salinity levels within the lagoon 7
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Figure 2: The Bathymetry of the Placencia
Lagoon




