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Guatemala, with an area of 42,364 sguare miles, is the third
largest of the Central American republfes although its populstion of
appreximately 3,000,000 1s greater than that of any other Central )
American state. Ita cconony 1is agricultural, the great bulk of the
population being concerned with the production of msize, by far the
major c¢rop, and a great variety of other food cxops. 'Impor”bant
expert products include coffee » bananas, chicle, abaca ¢ and lumber.

The topography of Guatemals ig determined largely by east-vest
geologic formations which continue into the neighboring countries.
Within Guatemala, these formations divide the country into four major
divisions: the Northern Lowland, the Caribbean Lowldands, the Highlands,
and the Pacific Lowland. The divieions readily can be distinguished
since the terrain, climate, vegetation, population distribution, and
econony of each differ in many important characteristics.

The Korthern lowland

Terrsin apd Climate

The Rorthern Lowland, enccampassing approximately cne-third of
Guatemaln, lies in the Department of El Petén and 1s largely en :
undulating plateau between 500 and TOO feet above sea level. Surface
drainage is poor and is provided chiefly by intermittent streams that
flow during the rainy season, i.e., from April to January. After .
heavy rains, the many lskes and swampg fill rapidly and spread over
the surface. The total annual rainfall averages approximately 80
inches. : : : ' :

Vegeﬁat:lon

Almost the entire Northern Lowland is covered by a dense, ever-
green forest except for a few stretches of savanna, and small areas
of pine in the slightly higher and drie Poctin region near the border
of British Hondurss. This forest provides the basis for the region‘'s
chief economic activities -- chicle gathering and mahogany lumbering --
although scattered patches of shifting agriculture are located within
the forest area. : : . '

Principal Economic Activities

It hao been noted in reliadble studies that the Petdn area could
produce about 20 milliocn bosrd feet of mehogany and other cabinet
wood annmually cn a sustained-yleld basis. The economic outlook for
the chicle industry, on the other hand, is not nearly so favorable. The
output of chicle, best known as & base for chewing gum, has been reduced
by destructive practices and, more importantly, several natural and -
synthetle substitutes have emerged which have materially cut into the
chicle market.
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AR . Remains still exist in this area of the once relatively populous
S Mayan civilization, but the ancient buildings have crumbled and are
covered with matted jungle. How the region is only thinily settled -~
less than one perscn per square kilometer. Flares » situated on an .
island in Loke Petén Itzd, hao fewer than 3,000 inhabitants but it is
by far the largest settlement in the department. -

' Transportation

: The Northern Lowland is virtually inasceessible due to the absence
of roads and navigable rivers, and crass-country travel would be
extremely difficult even in the short dry seasca. Mest ef the mahogany
savlogs ere exported, via the Usumeeinta River and its branches, through
Mexico to the Gulf of Mexico. Chicle is taken out mainly by air from
the town of Plores on Lake Petén Itzd. _

The Caribbean Lowlands

Terrain

R The Northern Lowland of Petén connects, to the scutheast, with .
R the Caribbean Lowlands in the Departments of Alta Verapaz and Izabal.
R These lowlands extend inlend from the Culf of Honduras and include -
three valleys: 4in the north, 6a the border of British Honduras, 1s the
Valley of the Rio Sarstin; in the middle is the svempy lowland in' which
the Rio Polochic and Iake Izabel 1ie; and near the border of Hoiduras
"t is the largest lowland, the velley of the Ric Motagua. Separating the
ORI valleys are low mountain ranges that form eastwerd extensions of the
L Guatemalen Highlands. - o i

Vegetation and Climate

Vegetation in the Caribboen Lowlands is similar to that of the 4
Forthern Lowland -- predcminately broad-leaved evergreen forests with
N interspersed grassy areas. The climate, too, 1s similar except that
A the rainfall is mere plentiful and averages more than 100 inches per
B Year. The "dry" or rather less wet scason is very short, lasting oaly
from March through Moy, and even in those months daily rains are not -
uncommon. May erd June normally are the warmest months of the Year with
average temperatures in the lower 80's; November and December, with
temperatures averaging approximtely 70°, are the coolest months.

A smll area in the middle part of the Motegue valley, in the
departments of Zacapa end EY Progreso, has scme of the characteristics
ef a desert in that 1t is so dry that only xercphytic plants can
survive. Similar conditions, to any significant extent, are found
novhere else in Guatemala. - .

. -2 -
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Principal Economic Activities

) Mahogany lumbering and chiecle gathering are the chief forest 4
. industries, and near the rivers there is,1imited subsistence farming.
The extensive banens plantations of the United: Fruit Company are
located in the lower Motagua valley. The latter are now partly
replaced by sbacd, oil palm, and rubber plantings because of the .
spread of banana diseases. The products of the United Fruit Company
are shipped out of the country through Puerto Barrios, a thriving -
port complete with the special loading devides used in the transpor-
tation of bansnas, and the only deep-water port in Guatemals where
vessels can tie up alongside a pier. 4o .

Transportation P . \

Population Density

Both the Northern and Caribbesn Lowlands are sparsely populated B _
dnd, although they represent same 46 percent of the total ares of
Guatemala, they support only 3 percent of the total population. The

population density in the Caribbean Lovlands 1s appreximstely 9 persons .|

ber square kilometer. Puerto Barriocs, with 16,000 people, is the
largest town in the area, aithough there are other fair-sized commnities
mt?ibtasua valley, particularly in the Vicinity of the banana .. -

L

=i
i

Terrain

_ The Highlands camprise sbout 47 percent of the total area of
CGuatemala, support about 90 percent of the total population, and cover
most of the southern and western portions of the country. Elevations

of over 10,000 feet are common in the southwestern hizhlands end in
the Cuchumatanes Mountains of the northwest; a few peaks exceed 13,000
feet. Among the volcanic cones which dominate the southwestern high-
lands sre several basins of irregular shspe, in cne of vhich {e the
mmgnificent IakeAtitlan. It is in these basins, vhich ere from 5,000
to 8,000 feet above sea level, ‘that the greatest concentrations of
population exist. S -

From the promineat south-facing edge of the highlands short,
torrantial streams descend to the Pacific, but the greater part of the
highland 1s drained to the Caribbeun. 7The headwaters of the Caribbesn _
drainage have cut steep canyons into the easily eroded volcanic soils.

. -3a
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T Borth and east of the volcanic zone, the streams have cut thair
P valleys closer to sea’ level, and exposed Ahe underlying geological

L e - . structures forming a maze of steep ridges) shaxp divides, and decp .
S ‘ © valley lowlands. Some of the ridges extend all the vay to the margins
JRTO . of the Caribbean. ' W1

.. The terraiu of the southeastern highlands -- toward the El Salvador
border -~ i3 lower in elevation ard less rugged than.the western or
northvestern highlands. fThis arsa, cne of foreats end scattered subaig-
tence farming, also is less densely populated then the other highlend - - -

~

Vegetation

~The vegetation cover of the highlands exhibits ‘the two basie
e - characteristics of mountain geography: a general zoning by altitude,
e ' and an intricacy of detail that mekes tha vertical zones in some places
Coen Gifficult to identiry. Generally, as one ascends to higher sltitudes,
e the thick "tropical" forests of the lowlamis end the piledmont give way
A to wak, cypress, and pine. Above 10,000 feet pine grows only in patches
A and there are wide arces of high altitude grassland.

Climnte

. Although the rainfall averages approximately 50 inches per year

in the vicinity of Quatemala City, and the temperatures generally -
average in the 60's, there are great Qifferences within short distances.
Slopes oriented in various directions toward the winds and the sun have
notebly contrasted climtes, In part of the same Vallsy, one slope may

- be rainy, enother relatively dry; er one slope may receive the sun's
rays at such an angle that the heating effect is very great, vhereas
Yot ancther slope nearby mey recelve little direct heas from the sun.
SR ' Genarally, hovever, there 18 a decrease of tampersturs with increasing

2. 4 . ' ‘

’ - Population Density :
Most of the areas of productive land within the highlands are
small end scattered, but where they exist they frequently suppart a
large Population, verying from a few hundred to more then 30,000
> Pecple. In some, the farmers live in the villages and go out to work
the surrounding fields. In other districts, the pecple live in family

units on the land they are cultivating. \
In the southwestern hi@le.mds; particularly, 1t is not uncamon
to find that esch small commmity is isolatei b;’thoﬁsana-fodt canyons
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pecple on foot or for mules. Each cmxmm:l.‘byims its own distinetive
customs, its own unique dvess. Instead of & few arens of compact
settlement, therefore, there is g complex jx}'fattern of isolated communi~
ties. : ‘ . iy '

i

Prf.ncigal Economic Activities

Agriculture in the highlands 1s carried on for the most part by
szall farmers who raige maize, beans, wheat, and other foed crops for
the domestic merket. Much of the poorer and fallow lend is given over
to grazing, and in the high, cold reglons sbove 9,500 feet the land ig
used for little else, though meager subsistence agriculture based on
potato-growing occasionally 1s encountered.

Coffee 1s Guatemnla’s most important commercial Brop. With few
eéXceptions in recent decades, coffee has been the leading earner of
foreign exchange, and coffec » 88 an industry, employs the largest
nuzbder of pecple. In total lend area it ranks only behind maize, vhich
1s the leading food staple of the Guatemalan people. Most of Guatemnla’s
coffee 15 produced in the Pledmont end lower highland s8lopes that parallel
the Pacific coast where the rather brecise requirements for this senaitive
Plant are fulfilled. In this zone between 5,000 and 1,500 feet, volcanic
solle are well drained and highly preductive, the tamperatures average
in the 60's and 70's, and the almost 200 inches of annual rainfall sre
concentrated in one sensen == all favorable conditions for the production

“produced in 20 of Guatemale's 22 departmeats.

Seurees of labar eomsist primarily ef Indlans from the Highlands,
Soms of whom have becomo permanent residents of the coffee fincas,

Sugarcane is growm and processed almost entirely in plantatioas
along the Pledmant, many of them low altitude coffee fincas, vhere °
cane 13 planted in stream bottoms betveen coffece-covered ridges. The
‘shores of Iake Atitldn {approximately 5,000 feet in elevation) are about
on the upper limits of Sugarcane growth. The cutting and grinding
8eason lasts from January to May. o : o

Transportation = ' ‘
The transportation network ir the Highlands 15 feirly extensive,
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o vhen disturbed and subjected to scour action by heavy rains. Such

rains are particularly dameging along the sfecp, Pacific-facing

FAET _.pleduont vhere landslides are ¢ . /

Ot the other hand, the Highland soﬂ’sf drain rapidly. Moreover,

they ordinarily ean be worked casily by road machinery or even by

- hand.  The low clay centent reduces the formation of mud. Also, the
local road erews are quite effective except for major catastrophes,
and even then alterncte routes usually are available. A

It should be noted that most of Guatemala's highweys are highways
: in name only. With the exception of the Inter American Highway and a
R Lew kilometers of gond pavement in the vieinity of Gustemala City, there
L - 18 no first-class highway in the Republic. Even Naticnal Route Number 3,
R leading from Guatemala City to San Josd on the south doast, is second-
grade. o . :

The Inter American Highway 13 being built to a ‘heavy~duty paving
specification and, though not yet paved throughout its length, can be
considered as "all-veather"” from the ‘Talisman bridge on the Mexican
border to the El Salveder border. The majority of highwvays, however,
PR are narrow, ane-lane roeds of sharp curves and steep grades, and are
‘ Podrly graded and surfaced. . Most appear to have been developed from
IR farn-to-market roads or from pack trails of earlier days lesding from -
farm to farm or from town to towm. . . - N

e _ The Internationsl Railvays of Central América crosses the Highlands

SISO through Guatemals City on its route from Puerto Barrios en the Caribbean
v coast to San José on the Pacific. PFrom Santa Maria, approximately 20

AP miles north of Sen José, the railrced traverses the lover piedmont

NI peralleling the Pacific to Ayutla on the Mexican border, Brancheg

The Pacific Lovland
Tervain ‘

- . The Pacific Lovlana eccupies a narrov coastal Plain, 320 feet or
less ebove gea level and 10 to 25 miles wide, batween the southern
border of the highlands and the Pacific. This plain comstitutes about
7 percent of the total ares of the country, and supports about T percent
of the total Population. . _ ‘

The rainfall in the Pacific Lowlana averages over 80 inches per

T yeay exeep'lq at the narthwestern and southeastern extremities of the

SR Plain and immediately adjacent to the coast. Here the 40 inches of
-6 -
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rain that fall annually are inadequate for the production of bananas
and sugnrcane, but will support quick—mtm;img subsistence crops.

Vegetation Y 4

Back of the sandbar, on the immcdiate shore, there is a variable
belt of wot logoons £illed with mangrove. The greater part of the
coastal plain is covered with savanna, crocsed by ribbons of forest
along the many sireams vhich descend from the highlands. Towerd the
interior, the plain rises gradually towvard the base of the mowntains
through a belt of gently=-sloping foothills. The foothills and the
lowver slopes of the highlands are covered with a thick forest. This
forested area 1s potentially one of the most productive arecas in the
entire country. , : \ -,

Y,

Principal Economic Activities

Except for the extensive United Fruit Company banana plantations
near Tequisate, the Pacific Iowland is relatively underdeveloped
-ageiculturally. It was fram the United Fruit holdings in this area
that the Government of Guatemala in March 1953 expropriated more than
200,000 acres of land wnder the Agrarian Reform Program.

Transportation

. The Pacific coast 1s straight, entirely without natural borbors.
San José and Chomperico are the cily two Guatemalan ports now operating
on the Pacific Coast. At neither of them can ships tie wp elongside
the pier. BSurf conditions and the unprotected mature of thé coastline
requires anchorage of ships offshore, to be loaded and unlosded by the
use of lighters. Both ports have rail connections with the interior.

The . only all-weather roaeds in the Paciﬂ.c!nwhndare from Bacuintla
to San Jose and from Escuintle to Chiquimulilia. Prafficsbility of the
other roads in the erea is poor mboththeminymd:thadryaeasm.

Possibilities of Undetected Travel

Undetected travel throughout mich of Guatemla would be extremely
difficult duc to the population distribution amd the lack of ¢ontinuocus
farest cover. The dispersed rural setilement consists of a combinaticn
of small villages and scattered houses on individual farmsteads. BRoth
subsistence and commercial agricultural activities continue throughout
the yeer and there is Practically continucus movement of peopla from
farm to farm or farm to market. : AT 7

The intensive farming pattern throughout the populated aree has
lef't only scattered patches of naturnl vegetative cover. Soms of the

steapest slopes and most fzolated areas have been cleared and now
support crops of maize and other subsistence foods. The only remaining

| -7-
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belts of forest are in the unsettled parts of the lowland, ebove

10,000 feet where the pine forests are intérspersed with grassland
gizeas, a.:g in the extensive coffee areas vhere shade trees have been
troduced. y

2t
i

T
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