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ECO-PALMS 

A Case Study of the Development of Specialized Markets 

for Certified Nontimber Forest Products 

James N. Levitt and Deidre Peroff 

The community of Uaxactun, within the Mayan lowlands of Guatemala, is set 
in an emerald-green rainforest about 40 kilometers north of the famed Tikal 
National Park, home of awe-inspiring archeological remains. Uaxactun itself has 
important archeological resources, but is much less frequently visited by inter­
national tourists than Tikal. Throughout most of the twentieth century, the com­
munity offered the women who lived there few if any opportunities to earn cash 
incomes. 

Over the past decade, however, the women and men of Uaxactun and simi­
lar communities have begun to harvest xate palm fronds sustainably from the 
rainforest for export to Continental Floral Greens, a wholesaler and distribution 
company based in San Antonio, Texas. The company distributes the fronds to a 
rapidly growing network of churches throughout the United States and Canada 
that pay a premium for the eco-palms. Churchgoers use them to commemorate 
Jesus' triumphant entrance into Jerusalem, an event celebrated each Palm Sun­
day by Christian congregations (Episcopal News Service 2008). 

Floridalma Ax, a member of the Conservation and Management Organiza­
tion that manages the Uaxactun community's forest concession in the Maya Bio­
sphere Reserve, reports that the opportunity to harvest palm fronds sustainably 
means better living standards for local families. According to Ax, women who 
until recently had no cash income now earn between $6 and $7 per day cull­
ing the fronds. 1 By using sustainable harvesting methods-as opposed to more 
indiscriminate, traditional approaches-the women help protect the globally 
significant rainforest in which they live. "'For us, it's an achievement, it is prog­
ress; says Ax" (Rainforest Alliance 1996). How she and her neighbors became 
pioneers in the sustainable harvest of nontimber forest products is the focus of 
this chapter. 

1 Unless otherwise noted, amounts indicated with a dollar sign ($) refer to United States dollars. 
























