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The Serranías del Burro 
Conservation Trust
Replicating the Cuenca los Ojos, Sonora, experience  
in northern Coahuila, México
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The establishment of the Serranías del Burro Conservation Cluster Trust 
(SBCCT) will ensure the preservation and management of two ranches, 
31,800 hectares (78,578 acres) of land in northern Mexico in a region 

of international importance for its biodiversity and quasi pristine ecosystems. 
The project will replicate the innovative model of Cuenca los Ojos in northern 
Sonora, an initiative to permanently protect nine contiguous ranches (121,000 
acres), completed in 2021 by Cuenca los Ojos A.C., the Wyss Foundation and the 
Mexican Fund for the Conservation of Nature. 

In addition to preserving large tracts of wildlands, the SBCCT in northern 
Coahuila will help establish an important international biological corridor 
between Mexico’s protected areas and southern Texas wildlands (a landscape of 
over one million hectares). This initiative will help finance conservation activities, 
education, research and knowledge sharing and will improve livelihoods and 
economy at a regional scale. A second phase will incorporate nine additional 
ranches for a total of 82,374 hectares (203,546 acres).

The two ranches participating in Phase 1 contain four principal ecosystems: 
grasslands near the valley floor, shrub lands in the foothills, montane forests/
woodlands and riparian woodlands. The condition of these ecosystems is 
remarkably good, a factor of the large scale, remote location, good management 
and stable ownership of the lands. Proper management of these ecosystems 
results in the provision of several important environmental services. One of the 
ranches (Maderas del Carmen) is the best preserved portion of 208,000-hectare 
federal protected area, Área de Protección de Flora y Fauna Maderas del Carmen. 

The land that will be protected by the SBCCT is significant for its biological and 
ecological value, its strategic location near other protected areas in both Mexico 
and the United States and its provision of ecosystem services. The pioneering 
landowners recognize this opportunity and have joined with Terra Habitus A.C. 
to better conserve and sustainably manage their lands. 

In spite of having achieved advances in land restoration and ecological agricultural 
practices, the group continues to face conservation and management challenges 
that must be overcome to ensure the continuing protection of this remarkable 
landscape. A US$4.5 million endowment gift matched by US$1.5 million from 
the owners and/or other Mexican sources will enable these challenges to be 
addressed in order to permanently protect this important landscape.

Summary01
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Background02

 A. SIGNIFICANCE

i. Biology and Ecology 

The SBCCT will ensure the conserva-
tion of two large ranches (eight parcels 
under separate titles or “escrituras” 

in total) situated in the northern part of the 
state of Coahuila, Mexico in the municipality 
of Múzquiz. The properties comprise more 
than 10% of the 300,000-hectare+ Serranías 
del Burro region, which borders the south-
eastern edge of the Maderas del Carmen 
Natural Protected Area. Serranías del Burro 
and Maderas del Carmen form part of the 
Sierra Madre Oriental mountain chain, and 
the entire area is part of the larger Chihuah-
an Desert ecoregion, which is considered by 
scientists and conservationists to be among 
the world’s critical environmental conserva-
tion priorities. The Serranías del Burro and 
Maderas del Carmen area is an important 
component of this ecoregion, an exceptional 
land that boasts unique and rare ecosystems, 

flora and fauna. The owners of these eight 
parcels grouped in two ranches are pioneers 
in recognizing the immense value that private 
land can have for conservation. One of them, 
Maderas del Carmen (19,142 ha) has feder-
al protected area conservation status. These 
owners play a key role as collective guardians 
of over 31,800 hectares of well conserved 
wildlands. The successful implementation 
of this project will advance the design and  
completion of an important wildlife corridor 
between the Serranías del Burro ecoregion 
and a binational archipelago of existing pro-
tected areas in Mexico and the U.S.

The Chihuahuan Desert ecoregion is consid-
ered a globally important region for threatened 
and restricted-range species, and it has one of 
the highest levels of biodiversity and endemic 
species of the world’s arid and semiarid zones. 
Mexico’s National Commission for the Knowl-
edge and Use of Biodiversity (CONABIO) has 
appraised Maderas del Carmen as a region of 
high biodiversity value due to its pronounced 
altitudinal gradient (500 to 2,720 meters above 
sea level), which results in a varied mosaic of 
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a  Four are endemic: Sierra del Carmen 
white-tailed deer (Odocoileus virginianus 
carminis), brush mouse (Peromyscus boylii 
rowleyi), cliff chipmunk (Eutamios dorsalis 
carminis) and a montanus subspecies of the 
mole (Scalopus aquaticus montanus). 

a  Five are relict populations (surviving in 
a specific place in spite of having died 
off in other areas): two rats (Sigmodon 
ochrognatus ochrognatus and Neotoma 
mexicana inornata), Texas antelope squirrel 
(Ammospermophilus interpres), Carmen 
mountain shrew (Sorex milleri) and North 
American porcupine (Erethizon dorsatum 
couesi).

However, other sources estimate 98 potential 
mammal species in Serranías del Burro, 10 
of which are classified as threatened and 4 of 
which are under special protection in Mexican 
law (NOM-059-SEMARNAT-2001).

According to INE, there are 126 bird spe-
cies representing 31 families in the region, of 
which two are endangered: the golden eagle 
(Aquila chrysaetos) and the peregrine falcon 
(Falco peregrinus). Further research has doc-
umented higher bird numbers, counting an 
impressive 400 bird species in the ecoregion 
(Elliot 2002). Of these, 228 are recorded as 
living in Serranías del Burro, which is classi-
fied as an Important Bird Conservation Area, 
as is nearby Maderas del Carmen (AICA No. 
64 and No. 63, respectively). Forty-one of the 
species are from 17 families of interest for 
conservation, 5 are endangered, 11 are threat-
ened and 25 are under special protection. 
Other notable bird populations in the area 
include eagle, owl, hawk, turkey, dove, quail 
and songbird species. 

The most recent data suggests that there are po-
tentially 67 reptile species found in Serranías 
del Burro, 12 of which are threatened and 15 
of which are under special protection (NOM-
059-SEMARNAT-2001).

microclimates and healthy fir and pine (Abies 
sp and Pseudotsuga sp) forests. The altitude, 
latitude and climatic characteristics, combined 
with soil variety, result in uncommon and in-
teresting botanical associations (high ecosys-
tem and beta diversity) and nine distinct biotic 
communities. 

The World Wildlife Fund (WWF) named the 
Chihuahuan Desert one of one of the world’s 
priority ecoregions in its 1996 study “Glob-
al Ecoregions 200” (Global 200). WWF cites 
high rates of endemism in the region’s plant 
life, especially in rare cacti species, as a pri-
mary reason that the area deserves special at-
tention. The Chihuahan Desert enjoys many 
endemic species – those found only within 
the region and nowhere else on Earth – not 
only plant life, but also species of butterflies, 
spiders, scorpions, ants, lizards and snakes. 
With over 40 endemic plant species, the 
greater Serranías del Burro region, including 
Sierra Encantada and Santa Rosa is one of 
the State of Coahuila’s regions with the most 
endemic species (Villareal and Encina 2005). 
WWF additionally notes that the desert con-
tains extremely high reptile biodiversity and 
some of the last remaining populations of 
large mammals (black bear, wapiti (elk) and 
mountain lion) in North America. Conser-
vation International also names the region as 
one of the world’s priority wilderness areas. 

Unfortunately, many species that contribute 
to the incredible biodiversity of the region are 
in danger of being lost. According to Mexi-
co’s National Institute of Ecology and Climate 
Change (INE 1997), there are more than 170 
plant species representing 61 families in this 
region. At least 13 of these are endangered (De 
la Maza, J. 1998). INE reports that there are 59 
mammal species from 20 families, of which:

a  Three are endangered: beaver (Castor 
canadensis mexicanus), kit fox (Vulpes 
macrotis zinseri) and American black bear 
(Ursus americanus eremicus).  
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A total of 54 animal species in the area are 
considered to be endangered (De la Maza, J. 
1998), and more are experiencing population 
declines that put them at risk of being listed. 
While the Serranías del Burro and surround-
ing areas clearly enjoy great biological wealth, 
the integrity of these valuable ecosystems may 
be lost without steps to safeguard its continued 
existence.

ii. International  
Biological Corridor
Habitat loss and fragmentation are among the 
principal causes of biodiversity loss (Rosen-
berg et al. 1997). Extensive and connected 
patches of habitat reduce biodiversity loss by 
increasing genetic diversity within species and 
enabling species repopulation and resilience. 
In general, the larger and more integrated a 
biological corridor is, the more potential it has 
to prevent, maintain and even increase bio-
diversity. The Serranías del Burro region has 
the potential to function as a critical link in a 
biological corridor unique in magnitude and 
international scale, significantly advancing 
the conservation of biodiversity in a valuable 
portion of the priority Chihuahuan Desert 
ecoregion.

Serranías del Burro is located near the south-
eastern edge of the Maderas del Carmen 
Protected Area (208,391 ha / 514,945 acres), 
which connects with the Cañón de Santa 
Elena Protected Area (277,209 ha / 684,998 
acres) in the state of Chihuahua and the Chi-
sos Mountains of Big Bend National Park 
(324,777 ha / 802,541 acres) in the United 
States. Big Bend National Park also connects 
with the Black Gap Wildlife Management 
Area (47,000 ha / 116,140 acres) to the east 
and Big Bend Ranch State Park (142,000 ha 
/ 350,890 acres) to the west. In addition, CE-
MEX, one of the largest cement producers in 
the world, owns more than 55,000 hectares 
of conserved land (136,000 acres) adjoining 

Maderas del Carmen. Together, these private-
ly and publicly held protected areas form a 
biological corridor exceptional in size, low in 
fragmentation and international in scope. The 
corridor includes two areas on CONABIO’s 
list of 151 priority regions for conservation 
(No. 71 Sierra La Encantada-Santa Rosa and 
No. 72 Sierra Maderas del Carmen), which are 
characterized by their ability to:

a  Sustain important native vegetation with 
good coverage and integrity.

a  Connect to the biological corridor Santa 
Rosa-Maderas del Carmen, Chisos Mountains. 

a  Are identified as a high biological richness 
region.

a  Include large areas of good ecological integrity.
a  Present low habitat fragmentation.
a  Have no significant changes in human 

population growth.

From east to west, the biological corridor con-
nects the Chihuahan and Tamaulipas Deserts, 
and from north to south, the Rocky Mountains 
and the eastern Sierra Madre. The corridor is 
important, not just for resident flora and fauna 
within its boundaries, but also for migratory 

Lo
re

nz
o 

de
 R

on
se

nz
w

ei
g



The Serranías del Burro Conservation Cluster Trust

07

species of birds and insects — one of special 
note being the monarch butterfly (Danaus 
plexippus). Guaranteeing Serranías del Burro’s 
conservation provides a vital extension of the 
corridor to the southeast, increasing the long-
term viability of the corridor and helping to 
ensure that it realizes its potential to preserve 
and restore healthy populations of priority 
species in the region and the continent.

The 82,000+ hectares of the SBCCT (phases 
1 and 2) will eventually connect with more 
than 1 million hectares of decreed protected 
areas in Mexico and the United States, further 
strengthening a binational wilderness and 
wildlife corridor.

iii. Case Study:  
The American Black Bear
The potential impact of the Serranías del Burro–
Big Bend corridor is evidenced by the hearten-
ing example of the American black bear. Black 
bear population recovery has been a local con-
servation success in the Serranías del Burro 
region since ranchers began introducing sus-
tainable agricultural practices favoring bears 
and discouraging illegal poaching of the then-
scarce population in the early 1990s. Bear popu-
lations rebounded, and the ranchers proved that 
healthy bear populations are not incompatible 
with livestock production.

Interestingly, in the years following the revival 
of the bear population in Serranías del Bur-
ro, park rangers in Big Bend National Park in 
Texas began to spot bears in areas where they 
had not been seen for over 40 years. Intrigued 
researchers set out to discover what could 
have been the source of this remarkable recol-
onization. The genetic studies provide strong 
evidence that the source is in fact the bear 
population of Serranías del Burro (Onorato 
et al. 2004). In other words, one conservation 
success led to another, albeit unexpected and 
hundreds of miles away.

Researchers argue that the success of the bear 
recolonization efforts demonstrates the poten-
tial of large tracts of connected habitat; at the 
same time, they assert that this conservation 
success may be easily reversed if these con-
nections are not maintained. The researchers 
conclude that efforts to conserve and manage 
black bears in the Coahuila-Texas meta-popu-
lation will require a binational effort by federal 
and state agencies and private landowners to 
preserve linkages within the region that serve 
as bidirectional pathways for gene flow. 

Additional studies on the bears of the region 
further corroborate the need to maintain and 
amplify habitat preservation and connection, 
finding that movement between populations 
is essential to the continued existence of the 
individual populations. These studies rec-
ommend expansion of bear management to 
consider not only bear habitat, but also the 
land use between patches of suitable habitat 
(Hewitt and Doan-Crider 2007). The SBCCT 
will do just this, conserving bear habitat and 
practicing sustainable livestock management 
with methods more likely to provide safe wild-
life passage through agricultural areas. Inhib-
iting road construction and ranch subdivi-
sion will also help promote the free range of 
all kinds of wildlife, especially wide-ranging 
species like black bear, white-tail deer, cougar 
and birds. Additionally, while biological corri-
dors are essential for sustaining wide-ranging 
species, these corridors perform the same vi-
tal conservation functions for smaller animal, 
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bird, and plant species. A large-scale exper-
iment in South Carolina demonstrates that 
connected habitat patches retain more native 
plant species than isolated patches, with the 
effect being more pronounced over time, and 
that these corridors do not promote invasive 
species (Damschen 2006).

Black bears are just one inspiring example of 
the success that can only be achieved through 
the preservation of the Serranías del Burro 
region and the resulting multiplier effects on 
conservation hundreds of miles away from the 
Serranías’ core zone, due to its location within 
an extensive biological corridor. Conserving 
Serranías del Burro is critical, not just for its 
own biological integrity, but also because of 
the role it plays in conjunction with surround-
ing protected areas. 

iv. Ecosystem Services
The lands to be protected in Serranías del Burro 
currently provide ecosystem services of local, 
national and international importance.

HYDROLOGIC: Water capture, filtration and 
production are important for local and regional 
human, plant and animal populations. Runoff 
from these ranches feed the Alamo River, which 
is a tributary of the Sabinas River. The ranches 
are part of the sub-watershed of the Salado Riv-
er within the grater Río Bravo River watershed. 
There is demonstrated support in Mexico from 
both the public and private sector for payment 
for hydrological services. Serranías del Burro 
has the potential to enter into a market-based 
hydrological services mechanism as water is a 
scarce and important resource in this arid and 
semi-arid climate, which receives only 400 to 
500 mm of rain a year.

RECREATIONAL: Restricting land use to 
hunting and outdoor recreation provides op-
portunities for recreational services and the 
generation of employment from the provision 
of these services. 

CLIMATE CHANGE: Sustainable ranch man-
agement, which improves forest and grassland 
health, increases carbon sequestration and stor-
age, which in turn mitigates global warming. 
Land management practices can play an im-
portant role in combating global warming both 
by using low-carbon emitting practices and by 
acting as natural carbon storehouses, or sinks. 
No-till or low-till farming, grassland restoration 
and the use of cover crops can capture carbon 
in soils and vegetation. Protecting and restoring 
forests also lowers carbon impact. It is predicted 
that payments and incentives for environmen-
tal services that store or capture carbon will 
steadily increase as climate change becomes a 
more significant international issue and private 
and public markets for greenhouse gas reduc-
tions develop (Willey and Chameides, eds). 

CONSERVATION: Preservation of the rare 
and threatened species in the region is an en-
vironmental service of interest to all who care 
and work for environmental preservation and 
conservation worldwide.

PAYMENT FOR ENVIRONMENTAL 
SERVICES: The importance of water capture, 
climate change mitigation or other environ-
mental services can be seen in the growing 
number of national and international pro-
grams that offer payment for ecosystem ser-
vices (PES) for conservation practices.  

Cultivo Land PBC, through its investment 
vehicles, is currently analyzing a potential 
investment and partnership one five of the 
eight parcels on these two ranches to develop 
a high-quality nature-based solution (NbS) 
project in which landowners, in partnership 
with Cultivo Land PBC and Terra Habitus, 
will implement sustainable grazing practices 
in the area to improve and restore the natural 
ecosystem, capture soil carbon and conserve 
local biodiversity. The project will mainly 
consist of implementing sustainable grazing 
management practices such as short-duration 
high-density grazing and rewilding with native 
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grazers like bison to reverse degradation and 
help restore to the perennial grasses present at 
the time of European settlement. This project 
will provide significant cash flow and other 
benefits to the ranches, such as those coming 
from the sale of carbon credits and other envi-
ronmental services such as:

a  Resilience
a  Water capture and filtration
a  Climate change mitigation
a  Oxygen generation and contaminant 

absorption
a  Biodiversity conservation
a  Soil retention
a  Wildlife refuge
a  Land appreciation

i. Ecosystem Degradation 

In the future, the Serranías del Burro re-
gion will face a number of challenges 
that threaten to degrade its ecosystems. 

Threats include timber exploitation, animal 
and plant harvesting, poaching and the spread 
of invasive species. Illegal logging contributes 
directly to forest fragmentation, soil loss and 
wildfire occurrence. Wild plants and animals 
are harvested and exported, often illegally, by 
opportunistic foreign collectors, or sold to 
unaware tourists by impoverished villagers. 
Human control of black bears to avoid live-
stock losses is a common problem that needs 
urgent attention. Exotic invasive species dis-
place native species, increasing biodiversity 
loss. Exotic species that are particularly prob-
lematic for Serranías del Burro are mistletoe, a 
parasitic plant that saps trees of nutrients and 
makes them vulnerable to drought and disease, 
and invasive insects that kill pine and other 
trees. Another is huizache (Acacia farnesiana), 
a highly combustible plant that puts ecosys-
tems at risk of dangerously large wildfires. 

ii. Unsustainable  
Agriculture 
A major challenge to the Serranías del Burro 
and greater Chihuahuan ecoregion is the wide-
spread practice of unsustainable industrial 
agriculture (largely by Menonite operations), 
which leads to aquifer depletion. Expansion 
of industrial agriculture in land impacted by 
overgrazing is the principal land use change. 
It leads to aquifer depletion and contamina-
tion as erosion causes the soil to lose its water 
capture and filtration capabilities, eventually 
affecting the entire hydrologic cycle. 

iii. Social and economic 
challenges
Unsustainable agriculture is as degrading to 
the local economy as it is to local ecosystems. 
Sterile, eroded and unproductive land is not 
profitable for local ranchers or communities, 
leading to loss of employment and the need to 
divide and sell land to make ends meet. Un-
employment and economic hardship are more 
likely to drive local inhabitants to harmful 
and/or illegal practices such as drug traffick-
ing, poaching or harvesting rare plant and an-
imal species. More efficient livestock and land 
management practices could lead to greater 
productivity and subsequent rangeland res-
toration, creating greater profits, less cause 
for deforestation and land division and an 
increase in employment opportunities. Prac-
tices improving the health of aquifers could 
also mitigate social tensions resulting from the 
increasing scarcity of water resources for per-
sonal and agricultural use. 

Other social and economic challenges to the 
conservation of the region result from genera-
tional wealth transfers that often lead to land-
use changes or the fragmentation of continuous 
expanses of land. Road building and construc-
tion resulting from industry or population 
growth are also part of the challenge presented 
by a changing social and economic context.

 B. CHALLENGES
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Despite the complex and interrelated 
challenges of ecosystem degradation, 
unsustainable livestock management 

practices and social and economic pressures 
that lead to land use change and land frag-
mentation, there are several emerging and 
exciting opportunities to reverse these trends, 
restore land health and preserve the priority 
areas for conservation. Two of the most prom-
ising of these are regenerative ranching, based 
on the principles of holistic management of 
lands, and the adoption of legal and financial 
private land protection mechanisms, such as 
those recently deployed in the Cuenca los Ojos 
protected area in northern Sonora. A passion 
for the land and their ranching heritage has 
moved a group of forward-thinking ranchers 
in the Serranías del Burro area to take advan-
tage of this successful model in Sonora.

i. Regenerative Ranching
There is recognition within the ranching 
community of the need for more ecologically 
sound and economically productive methods 
of livestock management. In an area where ex-
pansion of grazing lands is the principal cause 
of deforestation and where overgrazing is a 
principal cause of soil loss, water contamina-
tion and loss and wildlife habitat destruction, 
an ecologically sound, economically viable 
alternative for ranch management is vital. Re-
generative ranching, based on the principles of 
holistic management, is well-suited to the arid 
climate and extensive livestock production of 
the Chihuahuan Desert province in northern 
Coahuila. Regenerative ranching manages the 
relationships between land, grazing animals 
and water in ways that mimic nature, with the 
goal of providing economic, social and envi-
ronmental benefits. Important results include 
reversal of desertification, soil restoration, 
watershed restoration, drought protection, in-

creased carrying capacity, improved perennial 
grasslands wildlife habitat, and carbon seques-
tration. When properly applied, regenerative 
ranching is a comprehensive and adaptive ap-
proach that enables both environmental con-
servation and economic stability for its users, 
which in turn decreases pressures to expand 
grazing areas or sell/subdivide lands. 

In addition to the regenerative ranching prac-
tices described above, all 13 properties will 
be surveyed and assessed under the Alian-
za do Terra framework for best practices in 
ranch management. This is the equivalent of a 
360-degree evaluation, including social, envi-
ronmental and technical best practices. Five of 
the 13 ranches have already been assessed with 
this approach. The results report and action 
plan for Rancho el Sombrero are presented in 
the appendix section as an example.

ii. Rancher Response
Two progressive rancher-owners have come 
together in the Serranías del Burro region 
and reached consensus on conservation 
projects such as the reintroduction of native 
species like elk and pronghorn and the land-
scape-scale restoration of grasslands through 
regenerative practices. As part of a future col-
lective of responsible landowners, they share 
a “respect the land” philosophy and have:

a  Supported biologists’ and researchers’ 
access to their ranches.

a  Shared techniques for regenerative 
ranching and livestock management. 

a  Worked for genetic improvement of 
livestock.

a  Increased vegetation coverage, directly 
benefiting the watershed.

a  Invested in water management and capture 
systems.

a  Implemented plans for effective wildfire 
management.

 C. OPPORTUNITIES
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a  Created models of livestock and wildlife 
cohabitation. 

a  Prevented the subdivision of their ranches 
and maintained biological corridors 
between properties.

iii. Private Lands  
Conservation

There has never been greater awareness of the 
urgency of protecting and sustaining biodiver-
sity on privately owned lands. In recent years, 
the International Union for the Conservation 
of Nature, the Convention on Biodiversity, and 
other entities have recognized the importance 
of private lands as an essential component for 
the conservation of ecological heritage and the 
achievement of global conservation targets. It 
is clear that public lands are and will remain 
insufficient to protect biodiversity for a range 
of reasons, including insufficient political will 
and unreliable funding. In addition, most 
wildlife is found on privately owned land, and 
private land can serve important functions as 
buffers and corridors around public land. This 
is especially true in northern Mexico, where 
there are few dedicated national parks or oth-
er government protected areas. Most lands in 
Mexico’s border states are owned privately or 
by communal ejidos, where landowners de-
pend on the land for income and family sus-
tenance. Private land conservation is critical to 
the preservation and care of the last remaining 
wilderness areas on the American continent.

Despite recent recognition of the importance 
of conservation on private land in global pol-
icy, it does have its challenges. Working with 
private lands surfaces concerns about land-
owner participation and engagement, the 
need for financial incentives, the difficulty of 
achieving conservation permanence, legal 
mechanisms, monitoring, education and train-
ing, and information sharing networks. The 
SBCCT has built solutions to these challenges 
into the program model. 

The SBCCT has already garnered the support 
of a wide variety of stakeholders, including pri-
vate landowners, international conservation 
organizations, for-profit companies, not-for-
profit organizations and academia. Landown-
ers have joined together voluntarily, operating 
without requirement for financial incentives, 
toward the permanent protection of their lands 
using the mechanism of the fideicomiso (legal 
trust), which was trialled in northern Mexico by 
Cuenca Los Ojos. The involvement of a variety 
of conservation professionals will ensure the 
use of best practices and access to expertise. The 
experience and capacity of Terra Habitus A.C. 
founder and current CEO, who participated in 
the Cuenca los Ojos design and launch expe-
rience from 2019 to 2021, will also contribute 
to the effective design of this new private lands 
conservation initiative. 

The Serranías del Burro Conservation Cluster 
complements existing northwestern endeav-
ours and benefits from a strong alliance with 
the state of Coahuila government through a 
novel biodiversity offset program that will feed 
additional properties to the cluster acreage 
through a priority biological corridor partner-
ship between Terra Habitus A.C. and the state 
government.
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The SBCCT will address the collective in-
terests of its member ranches. Members 

will commit to certain conservation obliga-
tions and rights. Land ownership will be trust-
ed into one fideicomiso per property, bundled 
in a “fideicomiso collective” following the 
model of the Cuenca los Ojos project. Own-
ers and participants commit to upholding the 
following:

i. Indivisibility of land and no change  
 in land use.

ii. Protection of wildlife and vegetation cover.

iii.  Regeneration of native grasslands,  
 where appropriate.

iv.  Preservation of the hydrological cycle.

v.  No introduction of exotic species  
 and eradication of invasive species

vi. Coexistence of man and nature through a  
 management plan for each tract.

The SBCCT has five overarching conser-
vation goals:

i.  Maintain and, where needed, restore the 
integrity of the ecosystem. 

ii.  Manage the land under a sustainability 
and regenerative framework.

iii. Preserve the values, traditions and way  
 of life of ranch inhabitants.

Serranías del Burro
Conservation Cluster
Trust (sbcct)

03

 A. VISION

 B. OBJECTIVES
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iv. Ensure the permanence of the ranches  
 as conservation and regenerative  
 ranching models.

v. Share knowledge and best practices to fend  
 off external threats and development  
 pressures. 

Specific objectives include:

a  Collectively determine priority actions 
for the conservation and regenerative 
management of all ranches as a 
geographical and operational unit. 

a  Manage, monitor and monetize 
environmental services such as water, 
carbon sequestration, biodiversity and 
recreation.

a  Connect the Serranías del Burro – Maderas 
del Carmen polygons with the Big Bend 
binational biological corridor.

a  Establish and operate a learning community 
of private lands conservationists.

a  Leverage the SBCCT’s economic and legal 
status to help raise funds from third parties 
for conservation and scaling activities.

a  Communicate the project to other ranchers 
in northern Mexico where there is potential 
to replicate the model.

Although the eight parcels are currently held 
in private, stable and ecologically responsible 
ownership, and in general present a good and 
functional ecological integrity index, includ-
ing them in the SBCCT at this point in time, 
prior to a trans-generational land transfer, 
will add an extra layer of long term protec-
tion and prevent future subdivisions and land 
use change. It will also scale up a private land 
conservation model with the potential of be-
ing replicated in other northern states such as 
Baja California Sur, Chihuahua, other regions 
of Coahuila and Nuevo León. 

The framework for governance of this 
project includes elements of governance 

quality through appropriate ethics, rationality 
and good governance principles (legitimacy, 
transparency, accountability, inclusion, fair-
ness, coonectedness and resilience). Gover-
nance effectiveness will be assured by always 
considering in the decision making process 
elements such as context, planning, inputs, 
processes, outputs and outcomes. All of the 
above will result in management effectiveness 
for the initiative.

The SBCCT will impose certain obligations and 
restrictions upon its members. It will serve as a 
legal instrument that allows members to work 
towards their collective objectives to further 
their land´s long-term ecological integrity.

The SBCCT will provide legal certainty and 
accountability to property owners and po-
tential donors. It will ensure the conservation 
objectives managed through a third party, a 
Mexican civil society organization (CSO, i.e., 
a non-profit organization) in charge of the 
transparent administration of the endowment 
and project funds earmarked for the project. A 
second CSO or for profit (a Sociedad de Pro-
ducción Rural), with technical aptitudes, will 
manage the properties under the supervision 
of a Technical Committee shared by as many 
fideicomisos as there are participating proper-
ties. A mechanism like this will allow the orig-
inal property owners that commit the proper-
ties into the different trusts to make collective 
investments for shared goals and objectives 
and provide a mechanism for distributing 
funds among various projects.

The SBCCT will operate through a three-part 
governance structure.

 C.  INSTITUTIONAL  
      ARRANGEMENT           
      AND GOVERNANCE



14

The Serranías del Burro Conservation Cluster Trust

i.   It will be governed by a Technical 
Committee, which will have the following 
responsibilities:

a Determine and enforce operating rules.

a Establish priority objectives and goals.

a  Ensure that projects are in line with 
members’ vision.

a  Guarantee that members comply with the 
established commitments.

a  Monitor the performance of the lands 
according to a management plan and 
annual work programs.

a  Authorize the collective and individual  
 budgets as needed.

ii.  The eight SBCCT parcels will be held as in-
dividual trusts, bundled and administered 
by Banco Regional S.A (Banregio), which 
will act as Trustee of the properties. En-
dowment resources raised and earmarked 
for the project will be managed in a sep-
arate administrative trust or fideicomiso. 
The project administrator (Terra Habitus 
A.C.) will act as Secretariat of the Technical 
Committee that oversees both, the cluster 
of eight land trusts and the administrative 
trust holding the endowment. The income 
stream generated through asset manage-
ment under a reasonable investment policy 
will be directed to one or more technical 
CSOs (Profauna A.C., Pronatura Noreste 
A.C., Ovis A.C. or any other qualified CSO 
with appropriate expertise and field experi-
ence). Terra Habitus A.C. is exploring also 
the convenience of operating through a 
for profit (Sociedad de Producción Rural), 
set up for this specific project, in charge of 
field operation and supervision under di-
rect guidance of Terra Habitus A.C. and the 
Technical Committee.

 
iii.  The SBCCT grantors, or settlers, will par-

ticipate in its supervising role, together 
with the donors and one representative 
of the Project Administrator, through the 
Technical Committee. 

Participating ranches:
1. Rancho el Rincón (three titles) 
2. Rancho Maderas del Carmen (five titles)

The long-term impact of SBCCT will de-
pend upon a sound governance scheme 

and the complementarity and successful col-
laboration of its partners. Replicating the in-
stitutional arrangements of the Cuenca los 
Ojos project, SBCCT will have the following 
participation:

a  Ranch owners 

a  One or more national or international 
foundations

a  Terra Habitus A.C. as project  
administrator

a  One or more technical CSOs  or one 
Sociedad de Producción Rural for field 
operations and land management

a  One trustee (Banco Regional S.A.,  
Banregio)

Activities will be determined by individual 
or collective management plans. Compli-

ance with the plan will be supervised by the 
Technical Committee through the evaluation 
and approval of annual work programs.

Potential Income-Generating Activities:
a  Implementation and advancement of 

regenerative ranching and sustainable 
livestock management methods, including 
better breeds (e.g., Akaushi) and grass-fed 
premium prices.  

a  Implementation and advancement of 
sustainable use of water.

 D. PARTNERS

 E. ACTIVITIES
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a  Development of a shared seedbed of native 
plants and forage for restoration and 
reintroduction programs.

a  Responsible harvesting of wild plants such 
as oregano and agave.

a Responsible UMA-registered hunting.

a  Glamping, riding and photography 
expeditions using existing ranch 
infrastructure. 

Anticipated Conservation Activities:
a  Enhancement of biological corridors 

between key habitats and protected areas.

a  Eradication and management of invasive, 
exotic and feral species.

a  Conservation and reintroduction  
 of native species.

a Land restoration and erosion control.

a  Permaculture.

a  Ecosystem monitoring through digital best  
 practices and remote sensing.

a  Use of prescribed burning for wildlife  
 and habitat management and as a  
 preventive measure.

a  Wildfire prevention and management.

a  Actions to protect nationally important  
 biodiversity or emblematic species such  
 as pronghorn, black bear, golden eagle,  
 wapiti (elk) and Mexican wolf.

a  Carbon sequestration.

Crosscutting Activities:
a   Coordination of learning and  

knowledge sharing through communities 
of practice.

a  Channels of communication.
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Resource mobilization04
i. Endowment Funds

An endowment fund of US$6 million will 
generate a core budget of US$300,000 
per year, required to perform basic man-

agement and conservation activities on the two 
ranches.

Terra Habitus A.C. will spearhead the US$6 
million fundraising effort and will house and 
administer endowment funds through a lo-
cal administration trust (fideicomiso). It is well 
prepared to undertake this role, including the 
transparent administration of the endow-
ment’s income. The Terra Habitus A.C. founder 
and current CEO has extensive experience in 
conservation finance. He currently chairs the 
Mesoamerican Reef Fund’s Investment Com-
mittee, a US$32 million endowment, and was 
founder and CEO of the Mexican Fund for the 
Conservation of Nature (1994-2020), a leading 
environmental fund with a current endowment 
of US$200 million raised over the last 26 years. 
We have additional expertise among the board 
members of Terra Habitus A.C.

Terra Habitus A.C.’s participation in this proj-
ect brings strategic value to the endeavour and 
commits to leverage resources from interna-
tional sources in a 1 to 3 ratio. The full capital 
campaign goal will be US$6 million, Terra Hab-
itus A.C. mobilizing additional US$1.5 million 
from the ranch owners and other sources, ear-
marked to support the two ranches.

ii. Sinking Funds
The SBCCT will require additional annual 
sinking or direct spending funds to cover the 
financial needs of specific conservation, re-
search, education or communication projects 
as well as one-time investments in conserva-

tion equipment or water management infra-
structure. These projects will be implemented 
as the monies are raised on a year-to-year and 
project-to-project basis. Cultivo Land PBC 
will be an important partner on these comple-
mentary funding endeavours.

Cultivo would further support the regenera-
tion of the project's lands by driving addition-
al capital (direct spending financial resources) 
in the most distressed (degraded) areas of the 
two ranches. These areas have been identi-
fied through Cultivo's proprietary algorithms, 
ground-truthed data and implementation 
partners, building on an already strategic and 
strong working relationship with Terra Habi-
tus. The goal of this approach is to target ap-
propriate capital structures into areas with 
different needs (i.e. regeneration vs conserva-
tion) with the single goal to further expand the 
impact area of the Trust and benefit from the 
economies of scale of an expanding conserva-
tion effort. This approach would increase the 
total natural capital of the area, its climate re-
silience and ensure financial sustainability for 
generations to come.

Additional creative financing mechanisms will 
be explored. Profit-generating activities for the 
cluster that have a positive balance on the nat-
ural capital of the combined holding of the 8 
properties could be managed through for profit 
entities, whose shareholders or investors are the 
original cluster owners and additional neigh-
bours of nearby ranches. This model could 
combine skills and capital, taking advantage 
of shared economies of scale.  Proceeds could 
also be shared in the community and directly 
by employees of the ranches, increasing buy-in 
and participation. A model like this would im-
prove the livelihoods and economy at a regional 
scale, with the benefits of the project rippling 
out to surrounding towns and communities.  
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Resource mobilization
Biodiversity and ecosystem loss are occurring at an alarming pace around 

the world. Many of the planet’s natural wonders are in danger of disap-
pearing forever, and where they do exist, remaining natural spaces are 

ever more threatened by population pressures that lead to overuse, fragmenta-
tion and degradation. While it has been apparent for some time that the public 
and private sectors must work together to achieve conservation goals, there is 
a growing recognition of the role of private land conservation. In many cas-
es, private lands are well conserved, but they are vulnerable to fragmentation 
through sale or generational transfer. At the same time, they constitute a large 
portion of the world’s remaining wilderness. Therefore, they represent one of 
the greatest opportunities for conservation in the world today. Publicly pro-
tected natural areas are simply not enough. If threatened ecosystems are to be 
saved, private land protection must be advanced as well.

Mexico is in urgent need of private conservation mechanisms. The SBCCT will 
be a model for other three initiatives in Northern Mexico, one in the State of 
Nuevo León (Sierra de Picachos), one in Chihuahua (Rancho el 24), and the 
other one in Baja California Sur (Rancho Ancón). Together with the Cuenca 
los Ojos project, they will play a pivotal role in Mexico’s private conservation 
history. 

Conclusion05
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Regional Flora and Fauna
Endemic Flora and Fauna with a protected status (NOM- 059 – ECOL).

GENUS SPECIES COMMON NAME
Phyllanthus ericoides Heather leaf-flower
Styrax youngae Chesapeake
Zanthoxylum parvum Shinner’s tickle-tounge
Euphorbia chaetocalyx Fendler’s sandmat
Galium carmenicola NA

Tidestromia gemmata Trans Pecos honeysweet
Acleisathes acutifolia NA
Polygala maravillasensis N.A
Andrachne arida Trans Pecos maidenbush
Eriogonum hemipterum N.A

Then endemic plants of the region reported by Johnston (1974)

GENUS SPECIES COMMON NAME CATEGORY

Castor Canadensis mexicanus Beaver P
Dipodomys Merriami Kangaroo rat A
Erethizon Dorsatum couesi Porcupine P
Leptonycteris nivalis Long nose bat A
Notiosorex crawfordi Desert shrew A
Peromyscus boylii Brush mouse A
Taxidea taxus Badger A
Ursus americanus American black bear P
Vulpes macrotis Kit fox A
Accipiter cooperi Cooper´s Hawk A
Accipiter striatus Sharp shinned hawk A
Anas acuta Northern pintail Pr
Aquila chrysaetos Golden eagle P
Ardea herodias Great blue heron R
Athene cunicularia Burrowing owl A

A: Threatened; P: In peril; Pr: Protected; R: Rare, N.A: Not Available

Fauna
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GENUS SPECIES COMMON NAME CATEGORY
Bubo virginianus Great horned owl A
Buteo jamaicensis Red tailed hawk Pr
Buteo albicaudatus White-tailed hawk Pr
Buteo albonotatus Zone-tailed hawk Pr
Dendroica magnolia Magnolia warbler R
Dendroica virens Black-throated green warbler R
Falco columbarius Pigeon hawk A
Falco femoralis Aplomado falcon A
Falco peregrinus Peregrine hawk A
Falco mexicanus Prairie hawk A
Icterus cucullatus Hooded oriole A
Icterus wagleri Black-vented oriole A
Myioborus pictus Painted redstart R
Parabuteo unicinctus Harris´s hawk A
Vireo atricapillus Black-capped vireo A
Cophosaurus texanus Greater earless lizard A
Crotalus atrox Diamondback rattlesnake Pr
Crotalus lepidus Rock rattlesnake Pr
Crotalus molossus Black tailed rattlesnake Pr
Crotalus pricei Dotted rattlesnake Pr
Crotalus scutulatus Mojave rattlesnake Pr
Crotalus viridis Western rattlesnake Pr
Crotaphytus collaris Collar lizard A
Gambelia wislizenii Leopard lizard R
Gerrhonotus liocephalus Texas alligator lizard R
Heterodon nasicus Western hongnose snake R
Holbrookia lacerata Earless lizard R
Hypsiglena torquata Night snake R
Kinosternon hirtipes Mexican mud turtle Pr
Lampropeltis getula Common King snake A
Lampropeltis mexicana Mexican King snake A
Lampropeltis pyromelana Red King snake A
Lampropeltis triangulum White King snake A
Masticophis flagellum Coachwhip A
Phrynosoma cornutum Horned lizard A
Tantilla atriceps Mexican black headed snake A
Terrapene ornata Ornated Box Turtle Pr
Thamnophis cyrtopsis Black-necked garter snake A
Thamnophis marcianus Checkered garter snake A
Trimorphodon Biscutatus wilkinsoni Lyre snake R
Ambystoma tigrinum Tiger salamander Pr
Bufo debilis Green toad R
Castrophryne olivacea Spotted frog R
Rana berlandieri Leopard frog Pr
Campostoma ornatum Mexican stoneroller P
Cycleptus elongatus Blue sucker R
Cyprinella panarcys Conchos shiner A
Cyprinella proserpina Proserpine shiner A



26

The Serranías del Burro Conservation Cluster Trust

FAMILY: CACTACEAE

GENUS SPECIES COMMON NAME CATEGORY
Ariocarpus fissuratus Living rock, false peyote cactus A

Coryphantha ramillosa Bunched cory cactus A

Echinocereus reichenbachii Cream lace cactus A

Echinomastus warnockii Chilillo blanco R

Echinomastus mariposensis Chilillo plateado A

Echinomastus intertextus Chihuahuan pineapple cactus A

Epithelantha bokei Button cactus A

Epithelantha micromeris Button cacti R

Ferocactus haematacanthus Barrel cactus R

Lophophora williamsii Peyote Pr

Peniocereus gregii Queen of the night R

Thelocactus bicolor Biznaguita Huevo A

Juglans major Arizona walnut A

A: Threatened; P: In peril; Pr: Protected; R: Rare, N.A: Not Available

Flora Species in the Area
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