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Preface 

This Livelihood Profiles document aims to describe how rural populations live in different areas of 
Guatemala. A livelihood refers to the ways people obtain access to the things they need to survive and 
prosper, with a particular focus on food, income and basic goods and service. The options available to 
households living in different regions vary. Understanding of how people usually make ends meet is 
essential for assessing how livelihoods will be affected by acute or medium term economic or ecological 
change and for planning interventions that will support, rather than undermine, their existing survival 
strategies. 

Two main outputs are presented in this report in an effort to increase our understanding of rural 
livelihoods across the country: i) the national livelihood zones map for Guatemala, which shows a 
number of defined areas within which people share broadly the same patterns of livelihood and serves 
as livelihoods-based sampling frame for further fieldwork and analysis, and ii) the livelihood zone 
profiles, which describe the main characteristics of each zone, including a brief differentiation of the 
food security status of different socioeconomic groups. 

In 2007, the Food and Early Warning Systems Network (FEWS NET), in partnership with the Food and 
Nutritional Security Secretariat (SESAN) and the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization 
(FAO) produced the second national zoning and livelihood zone profiles report for Guatemala, published 
in 2009. The original document dates from 2004. Since then, these tools have been widely used by the 
different partners and have become basic reference material for development and humanitarian 
agencies working in the country. 

After close to 10 years, the need for updating of the zoning exercise and the livelihood profiles has 
arisen. Continuous changes in the makeup of the national economy have, indeed, warranted the 
updating of the livelihoods-based tools. Among these new trends the following stand out: an increased 
urbanization, an important expansion of the areas devoted to permanent cash crops (cardamom, 
African palm, rubber, and sugar cane) mostly at the cost of basic grain production, the recent coffee 
crisis linked to coffee rust and the persistent dry weather in the southern regions. The recurrent dry 
weather has, in fact, resulted in rural population not wanting to risk crop losses and reducing the 
amount of land cultivated, and, as a result, increasing their dependency on labor sales and petty trade, 
especially among poorer households.  

The updating of the national livelihood zones map and livelihood profiles was carried out jointly by the 
SESAN, FAO, ACF, COOPI, WFP and FEWS NET, and jointly funded by the United States Agency for 
International Development (USAID) and the aforementioned partners. Key personnel from these 
institutions acted as facilitators during national workshops and field meetings, charged with collecting 
and analyzing the information which provided the basis for the livelihood profiles. In addition, the 
participation of a wide spectrum of local organizations - who are the real connoisseurs of the regions - 
provided the necessary inputs for the redefinition of the zoning map, according to their experience and 
knowledge. The workshop was held in Guatemala City in February 2016 and was followed by field 
verification between July and August of the same year1. 

The main objective driving the updating of the livelihoods-based tools is to continue supporting food 
security monitoring efforts, early warning and emergency diagnosis. The workshops and meetings held 
during the validation process have been in themselves valuable exercises for different local actors to 
define and catalogue the characteristics of the areas where they work and especially the realities of 
local households, the interaction of different socioeconomic groups and their interdependence. These 
tools are expected to be equally useful for the development community at large. 

The document is divided into three main sections: 

                                                           
1 Annex 1 presents the list of workshop participants, as well as the programme followed during the field verification phase. 
Annex 2 presents the main changes included in the zoning update.  
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Brief overview of HEA (Household Economy Analysis) ŀƴŘ C9²{ b9¢Ωǎ [ƛǾŜƭƛƘƻƻŘ ½ƻƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 
Profiling, which describes the methods used to develop the map and profiles and the key concepts 
that are used in livelihoods-based analyses; 

1.2 Application of Livelihood Zone Maps for food security analysis, which describes three essential 
ways the profiles can be used; 

1.3 Livelihood Zone Profile outline, which describes the layout and content of each profile.  

2. National overview 

2.1 Summary of the country's characteristics and how they define local livelihoods; 

2.2. National zoning map; 

2.3 Summary of each livelihood zone, highlighting the main characteristics of the zone; 

2.4. Brief overview of the general patterns of access to food and income across zones and 
socioeconomic groups. 

3. Livelihood profiles for each of the 13 livelihood zones identified
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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Brief overview of HEA and C9²{ b9¢Ωǎ [ƛǾŜƭƛƘƻƻŘ ½ƻƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ tǊƻŦƛƭƛƴƎ2 

 

The Household Economy Analysis (HEA) is an analytical framework used to examine household 
operations ς how households across the wealth spectrum, source food and income, their expenditure 
patterns, social relationships and how they cope with hazards.  

The full analytical process involves six steps, beginning with a general disaggregating or zoning of 
geographic areas according to similar livelihood patterns and access to markets. Step two involves 
classifying households into common wealth groups using local determinants and quantifying asset 
ownership. Once the wealth groups are determined, detailed focus group interviews are conducted with 
each in step three, to determine and quantify the common food and income sources and the 
ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘΩǎ Ƴŀƛƴ ŜȄǇŜƴŘƛǘǳǊŜǎΦ 

Once the full story of household economies is understood, the next three steps are to operationalize 
the data for early warning and food security purposes όǘƘƛǎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜŘ ƛǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άI9! Outcome Analysis). 
The fourth step in HEA involves analyzing the initial impact of shocks on household livelihoods for 
different wealth groups in a livelihood zone. Next, an analysis of households coping capacity is 
incorporated into the problem (shock) equation. Once the problem or problems have been defined, and 
the ability of households to cope on their own has been analyzed, the final picture is projected. This last 
and crucial step in the analytical framework translates the shock into terms that allow decision makers 
to take appropriate action. 

In 2000, FEWS NET adopted the HEA livelihoods analytical framework as a lens through which to view 
early warning information. Because the task of completing national level HEA baselines in all FEWS NET 
countries was too large to meet the immediate needs, a two stage approach was developed with an aim 
to provide the minimum amount of livelihoods information in the immediate term while building the 
necessary foundation for future HEA baseline development. Stage one is development of the Livelihood 
Zone Map and stage two is the development of the Livelihood Zone Profiles. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
2 {ŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ мΦмΣ мΦн ŀƴŘ мΦо ŀǊŜ ǘŀƪŜƴ ŀƴŘ ŀŘŀǇǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ C9²{ b9¢Ωǎ ά!ǇǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ [ƛǾŜƭƛƘƻƻŘ ½ƻƴŜ aŀǇǎ ŀƴŘ tǊƻŦƛƭŜǎ ŦƻǊ 
Food Security Analysis and Early Warning: Guidance for Famine Early Warning Systems Network (FEWS NET) Representatives 
ŀƴŘ tŀǊǘƴŜǊǎέ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƛƴ нллфΦ  

Stage 1: Livelihood Zone Map ς divides the country into homogenous zones within which the 
majority of people share broadly the same pattern of livelihood. It provides geographical orientation 
of livelihood systems and a sampling frame for future livelihood zone profiling and livelihood 
baseline development. 
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Unlike full HEA baselines3, the Livelihood Zone Profiles do not offer quantified detail about household 
budgets and expandability/coping (i.e., actual amount of income earned, expenditures, etc.); 
therefore, they cannot be used to determine the degree to which households are vulnerable to 

different stresses nor to calculate food deficits and thus quantify households aẗ́ risk of food and/or 
livelihood insecurity (as can be done with full HEA baselines). 

However, by providing qualitative information on the relative importance of different sources of food 
and income, the Livelihood Zone Profiles offer a means for understanding which stresses will impact 
which populations and how, thereby identifying where potential risk exists and further investigation is 
required. The Livelihood Zone Profiles also provide a wealth of contextual information on which to 
develop seasonally specific monitoring systems and identify trends in monitoring information. 

Livelihood zoning involves more than just the 
drawing of maps, however. A Livelihood Zone 
Map is of little use unless it is accompanied by a 
basic description of the patterns of livelihood in 
each zone, and ideally by an analysis of the 
underlying reasons for differences between 
zones. This means assessing in some detail the 
production and trade/exchange options in each 
of the zones, and the influence that the 
underlying geography has on each of these. We 
can think of these three factors as linked to 
consumption as follows: geography affects both 
the options for production (climate, soil, 
topography, etc.) and for marketing/trade 
(roads, proximity to urban centers, etc.), which, 
in turn, affect consumption by the household. 
Household production (of food and other items) 
may either be directly consumed or may be 
traded/exchanged for other items in the market. 

The essential resources necessary for livelihood 
zoning are people with substantial knowledge of geographic conditions and local livelihoods who can 
offer and compare their own knowledge and reason together to map out national livelihoods. It must 
ōŜ ƴƻǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ǎǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎŀƭ Řŀǘŀ ƻƴ ŀ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ƻŦŦŜǊ ŀ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ǊŜǇŜǊǘƻƛǊŜ ƻŦ 
variables and they are almost never at a level of disaggregation to allow a statistical calculation of 
livelihood zones. A major problem with national data is that they are based on administrative units 
rather than according to economic geography; thus, analyses based on this information often merge 
two (or more) ecological or agro-economic zones greatly diluting the disaggregated view of livelihoods. 

                                                           
3 For more information on HEA livelihood baselineǎΣ ǇƭŜŀǎŜ ǎŜŜ ά¢ƘŜ tǊŀŎǘƛǘƛƻƴŜǊΩǎ DǳƛŘŜ ǘƻ I9!έΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ 

downloaded from the FEG website at www.foodeconomy.com/resources. 

Stage 2: Livelihood Zone Profile ς provides a snapshot of livelihood options (food and cash sources) 
of households in each zone, including a brief economic differentiation between groups (wealth 
groups). The Livelihood Zone Profiles provide information on the relative importance of different 
sources of food and income by wealth group. This information provides a basis to begin 
understanding vulnerability to particular events ς i.e., which stresses will impact which populations 
and how (but not how much). This allows us to identify where potential risk of food insecurity exists 
and further investigation is required. 

A livelihood zone is an area within which the 
majority of people share broadly the same 
pattern of livelihood, including options for 
obtaining food and income and market 
opportunities.  

A livelihood zoning is essential for the following 
reasons:  

1. It provides geographic orientation of 
livelihood systems to inform food security 
analysis and assistance targeting  

2. It provides the basis for identifying 
geographically relevant food security 
monitoring indicators  

3. It provides a sampling frame for on-ǘƘŜπ
ground assessments  
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Administrative divisions such as districts, while important for political and governance purposes, are 
not as useful for food security analysis. Homogenous ecological and economic zones often cross 
political boundaries. At the same time, within a single administrative unit in, say, a mountainous area, 
there may well be two or more different ecologies at different altitudes. Similarly a single district may 
stretch from agroȤpastoral to agricultural areas, with two different economies. In the case of nomadic 
populations, the livelihood zone may actually be a group of people contrasted with another group in 
the same general ecology. Nevertheless, because resource allocation and service provision decisions 
are made on the basis of administrative zones, not homogenous livelihood zones, the administrative 
map is always superimposed on the Livelihood Zone Map. 

 

1.2 Livelihood zone profile outline 

 

¢ƘŜ [ƛǾŜƭƛƘƻƻŘ ½ƻƴŜ tǊƻŦƛƭŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŀ άƭƛƎƘǘέ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘ ƻf the Household Economy Analysis. In compiling the 
profiles, a balance has been struck between accessibility and level of detail. The aim has been to 
present sufficient information to allow a rounded and balanced view of livelihoods nationally. They 
provide a rapid introduction to livelihoods in the country; they do not offer localized in depth detail.  

The different elements included in a Livelihood Zone Profile are as follows: 

A. General livelihood zone description: offers a general description of local livelihood patterns (crop 
ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴΣ ƭƛǾŜǎǘƻŎƪ ǊŜŀǊƛƴƎΣ ƻŦŦπŦŀrm income generation etc.). This first section also provides 
information on geographic boundaries, topography, vegetation cover, climate and population density. 

B. Markets: contains basic information on the marketing of local production, labor markets and on any 
imports of staple food into the zone. It provides information that is useful in developing monitoring 
systems. 

C. Perception of historical food accessΥ Ǌŀƴƪǎ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ ŦƛǾŜ ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ own 
perception of the level of food security and general livelihood security and describes any major events 
which have had a negative impact on livelihoods in the zone. 

D. Seasonal calendar: visually presents the timing of important key activities during the year, allowing 
correlations to be made. This is useful in a variety of ways, for example to judge the likely impact of a 
hazard according to its timing during the year; to assess whether a particular activity is being 
undertaken at the normal time in the current year; to help interpret trends in and analyze monitoring 
information; and to develop seasonally appropriate interventions. 

E. Wealth breakdown: describes the main wealth groups4 όŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ΨǇƻƻǊΩΣ ΨƳƛŘŘƭŜ-incomeΩ ŀƴŘ 
ΨōŜǘǘŜǊπƻŦŦΩύΣ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ this affects potential access to 
food and cash income. Just as the same external shock will have a different effect on two separate food 
economy zones, it will also have a varied impact on households in different wealth groups. Thus even 
within one livelihood zone, analysts must make distinctions about the ways in which households live. 
Households with different levels of assets tend to do different things to get food. In an agricultural 
zone, for example, different people will own different amounts of land, and may obtain different yields, 
often because they can afford improved seeds, fertilizer, pesticides and herbicides, while others 
cannot. Poor households with little land may work for richer households to get money to buy food; rich 
households may use profits from agriculture as capital to engage in trade. In the event of a crisis, poor 

                                                           
4 It is important to bear in mind for this analysis that we are thinking of wealth in relative (and local) terms. Statistical data 
may indicate that 80% or even 90% of the population in a particular area lives below the national poverty line, but this is 
measuring poverty on a national, absolute scale. In a livelihoods analysis we are interested in understanding some of the 
differences between different groups within the community and the reasons for these ς in which case it is not particularly 
useful to lump 80% or 90% of the population together into one group. 
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and rich households will be affected differently and therefore warrant separate examination. The 
elucidation of differences between households and the links between households is central to building 
ǳǇ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ΨǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƛƭƛǘȅΩ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴΦ 

F. Sources of food and income: examines patterns of food and cash income at each level of wealth, 
relating these to the characteristics of each group. The information in this section identifies which 
sources are most important to which wealth group, and therefore which groups will be impacted by 
which shocks. For example, a household that depends on purchase to meet a large percentage of food 
needs will be impacted by a rise in staple food prices (all else remaining equal), particularly during their 
peak buying period. The information helps identify which indicators should be monitored in different 
livelihood zones and for which wealth groups.  

G. Calendar of major sources of food and income for poor households: ŦƻŎǳǎŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ΨǇƻƻǊΩ ǿŜŀƭǘƘ 
group and the timing of their sources of food and income throughout the year. 

H. Hazards and household response: provides information on the different types of hazard that 
commonly affect the zone as well as on the various strategies available to different types of households 
in the zone to respond to these shocks. This information helps us analyze whether or not households 
may be able to withstand a particular shock, though it does not tell us absolutely whether these coping 
strategies will be enough to avoid food insecurity. Response strategies are also something to look for 
during the course of a season, as evidence of these may signal that a crisis is occurring.  

I. Indicators of crisis: provides information on the key crisis indicators and their likely timing by zone, 
based upon an understanding of local livelihoods and local patterns of response to food shortage. Early 
warning involves identifying and interpreting key events that indicate that a severe food shortage or 
famine may be developing. 

 

1.3 Application of livelihood zone maps and profiles for food security analysis  

 
The main function of a Livelihood Zone Map and Livelihood Zone Profiles is to provide detailed 
geographic disaggregation for food security monitoring, analysis and decision support.  

Monitoring  

For early warning purposes, these two tools offer a first resort to identify relevant monitoring 
indicators. They tell us what is produced in each zone, which hazards the zone is prone to, how food 
and income is accessed and which markets populations depend on (both inside and outside the zone). 

This tells us which production̈́related and hazard̈́ related indicators to monitor as well as which 
producer and retail prices are relevant to livelihood and food security in the zone. For example, if the 
cash crops in a livelihood zone are coffee and rubber, the producer prices of coffee and rubber are 
much more significant to monitor than say, bananas. Likewise, if the majority of the population 
depends on livestock sales for most of their cash, livestock producer prices are important to monitor. 

Analysis  

Livelihood Profiles provide essential geographic orientation for food security and early warning 
analysis. When a shock occurs or is forecast to occur, the Livelihood Zone Map tells us whether or not 
that shock is likely to have a direct or indirect impact on populations in particular livelihood zones. 

CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ƭŜǘΩǎ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛs a shock that negatively affects coffee production across two livelihood 
zones, Zone A and Zone B, that are primarily dependent on coffee sales for income. At the same time, 
laborers from Livelihood Zone C, where only grains and beans are grown in small quantities, depend 
on the income they earn through seasonal migration to Zones A and B, during the coffee harvest. 
Clearly, the livelihood and food security of certain people in Zones A and B may be compromised as a 
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direct result of the shock. The production and producer prices for coffee should be monitored over the 
next few months to track the situation. Likewise, the livelihood and food security of migratory laborers 
from Zone C may also be threatened by a shock to coffee production. If possible, the demand for and 
wages paid to laborers should also be monitored to better understand the livelihood and food security 
impacts on laborers in Livelihood Zone C.  

The Livelihood Zone Map can also be used as a sample frame for food and livelihood security 
assessments. This includes additional livelihood profiling or baseline work, rapid needs assessments, 
nutrition surveys, market assessments, etc. The map provides an initial understanding of livelihood 
systems in each area of the country as a starting point for further investigation or verification of food 
security outcomes.  

Decision Support  

In the same way that Livelihood Zone Maps and Profiles provide orientation for conducting analysis, 
they also orient decision makers and others by making it possible to clearly indicate where food 
insecurity is likely to occur and why. In food security and early warning reporting, Livelihood Zone Maps 
should be used to geographically disaggregate potential food security outcomes. They should be used 
to more accurately state where a food security situation is likely to deteriorate (or improve) and the 
factors driving the situation in that area. For example, livestock/cereal terms of trade may be declining 
in pastoral livelihood zones, where livestock sales are the most important source of income and cereal 
purchases the most important source of food. In another livelihood zone, a key market for the sale of 
cash crops may be located in a neighboring district (or livelihood zone) that has become inaccessible 
due to conflict or infrastructure damage, resulting in significant income loss and purchasing power.  

Livelihood Zone Maps can also be overlaid with other map layers, such as market flow maps, water 
systems/aquifer maps, hazard maps, assessment results, outlook maps, etc., to help analyze and 
illustrate multiple factors associated with a food security situation. For example, during scenario 
analysis, an overlay of the FEWS NET production and market flow maps with the Livelihood Zone Map 

illustrates the movement of goods between zones and helps analysts project how market΅related 
shocks/stresses and responses may or may not evolve in a particular livelihood zone. Various elements 
of the livelihood zone descriptions, such as the main sources of food or income by zone, can also be 
mapped to provide additional information and context for food security briefings and reports.  
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2. NATIONAL OVERVIEW  

2.1 National summary 

Approximately two thirds of the national 
territory are mountainous terrain, many of 
volcanic origin. The two main mountain 
ranges that traverse the country, running 
almost in parallel from the northwest to the 
southeast, are the Sierra de los 
Cuchumatanes and Sierra Madre del Sur. The 
highest peaks are located in Totonicapán, in 
the Sierra de los Cuchumatanes. The central 
highland plateau is located between these 
two mountain ranges. The highland plateau 
has a mild climate (1600 mm/year average 
rainfall levels), which becomes wetter and 
colder as the altitude increases (3500-4000 
mm/year), especially along the volcanic range 
and in Alta Verapaz. On the contrary, the 
northern region of Petén follows a gentle 
slope and is characterized by a mixture of 
rangelands and tropical rainforests, many of 
them classed and protected by the National 
System of Protected Areas6 (SIGAP), and is 
sparsely populated. The coastal areas of the 
Pacific are also flat, yet very hot and humid, 
and very fertile. Most major cities are located in the southern part of the country; these are the capital 
Guatemala City, Quetzaltenango and Escuintla. The shorter, low-lying Atlantic coast is wetter than the 
Pacific coast. The geographic location of the country makes it prone to frequent and high-intensity 
geological and weather-related shocks such as earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, droughts, tropical 
storms and hurricanes. 

As illustrated in Map 2 below, the country can initially be divided into a small number of major 
ecological zones. The northern tropical rainforest areas where timber extraction but also staple grain 
production and cattle ranging are dominant. ¢ƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ōǊŜŀŘōŀǎƪŜǘ ƛǎ ƭƻŎŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǎƻǳǘƘŜǊƴ tŜǘŞƴ 
and the Franja Transversal del Norte (the Northern Transversal Strip). The central highlands and 
mountainous areas are where coffee, bananas, cardamom and other cash crops are grown. Formal and 
informal trade with Mexico is also important along the western border of the central highlands. The 
department of Guatemala, influenced by the capital city, hosts the main central wholesale market and 
a large industrial complex. The arid Montagua valley provides opportunities for mineral extraction as 
well as coffee and fruit production. And the southern coastal plains which are fed by a large number 
of short rivers nascent in the nearby Sierra Madre, which have provided the necessary irrigation for 
the proliferation of sugarcane plantations and tropical fruits, attracting laborers from the central 
regions. Additionally, both coastal zones support local fishing and tourism sectors. 

                                                           
5 https://es.wikipedia.org/wiki/Guatemala#/media/File:Guatemala-geographic_map-blank.svg (last accessed 27 September 
2016) 
6 In fact, over a third of the national territory is classed under the regime of protected areas with a total of 243 national, 

municipal and private protected areas, which occupy an area of close to 3.5 million hectares. The National System of Protected 
!ǊŜŀǎ ό{LD!tύ ǿŀǎ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ мфуф ǘƻ ǇǊŜǎŜǊǾŜΣ ǊŜǎǘƻǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻǘŜŎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ōƛodiversity and natural resources. 

Map 1: Topography of Guatemala  

 
Source: Ikonact5  

https://es.wikipedia.org/wiki/Guatemala#/media/File:Guatemala-geographic_map-blank.svg
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Guatemala's largest economic 
sector is agriculture, especially the 
production of cash crops for global 
markets. Coffee is its first product 
in terms of export market share. 
Coffee is cultivated mainly by 
small-scale farmers, most 
predominantly in Alta Verapaz, 
Huehuetenango and along the 
southern volcanic chain, but also 
in eastern Guatemala. Coffee 
production is closely followed by 
sugarcane production, which, on 
the contrary, is solely the domain 
of large industrial growers, as it is 
a more labor and input intensive 
crop. This sector has seen an 
important expansion, but is also 
an increasing source of 
environmental concern. Both of 
these crops generate an important 
flow of seasonal migration during 
the peak of the harvest period 
(from September to February for 
coffee and November to February 
for sugarcane). Additional cash 

crops include bananas, African palm, cardamom, rubber, fruits and vegetables, which are replacing 
coffee production in certain zones, and implemented through irrigation systems in others. Large-scale 
agriculture is an important source of casual agricultural labor and business opportunities in rural areas.  

Guatemala has a population of over 16 million people (INE projections for 2015). As of 2014, only 51% 
of Guatemalans lived in cities, a rate which was well below rates in other countries in Central America 
and below the average for the Latin America and the Caribbean region (79.6%) (UN 20148). However, 
the pace of urbanization is picking up and the gap between Guatemala City and its suburbs and the 
rest of the country already substantial. 

Ethnic-cultural diversity makes Guatemala distinct, with close to half the population belonging to an 
indigenous group, the highest share in the Latin America region. The three largest ethnic groups are 
the Mayan, the Xinca, and the Garifuna. Poverty and ethnicity are closely related,  (see Map 3).  One 
of the reasons for this correlation is the skewed land distribution pattern between indigenous peoples 
and the rest of the population.  

                                                           
7 http://geopoliticalexplorers.com/blog/ecoregiones-como-subregiones-geopoliticas-2/ (last accessed 28 September 2016) 

8 ¦b нлмпΣ ά²ƻǊƭŘ ¦ǊōŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ tǊƻǎǇŜŎǘǎΥ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘǎέ https://esa.un.org/unpd/wup/Publications/Files/WUP2014-
Highlights.pdf (last accessed 30 September 2016) 

Map 2: Departments and eco-regions of Guatemala  

 

Source: Geopolitical Explorers7 

http://geopoliticalexplorers.com/blog/ecoregiones-como-subregiones-geopoliticas-2/
https://esa.un.org/unpd/wup/Publications/Files/WUP2014-Highlights.pdf
https://esa.un.org/unpd/wup/Publications/Files/WUP2014-Highlights.pdf
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Food ǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘΩǎ 
income security is largely 
dependent on the demand for 
unskilled labor, mostly agricultural 
labor, both locally (for larger 
farmers) and in the main cash crop 
producing areas. Labor conditions 
are poor and demand is 
intermittent. Fluctuations in labor 
demand are dictated by variations 
in weather patterns (varying 
degrees of rainfall delays and 
excessive rain), extensive crop 
pests among which coffee rust has 
had the most devastating 
consequences and fluctuations in 
global commodity markets.  

For the last three years, the eastern 
departments of Guatemala (Baja 
Verapaz, Zacapa, El Progreso, 
Jalapa, Chiquimula, Jutiapa and 
Santa Rosa) and a strip within the 
Western Highlands (Huehuetenango, Quiché, Totonicapán) have been affected by El Niño 
phenomenon and continue to be under stress today. These regions lie within the so-called Central 
American Dry Corridor (Corredor Seco), which starts in Guatemala and reaches into Costa Rica (see 
Map 4 below). Meager rainfall results in crop losses for farmers but also in lower demand for 
agricultural labor, as in the case of seasonal workers for the coffee harvest. Moreover, the recurrence 
of droughts, as in the past three years, makes it more difficult for subsistence farmers to cope with 
their crop and labor losses, and thus results in seasonal hunger and malnutrition. In 2014, the 
government declared a state of emergency and responded with food aid distributions in many of these 
areas.  

  

                                                           
9 World Bank Group; Sanchez, Scott and LopezΣ нлмсΦ άGuatemala: Closing Gaps to Generate More Inclusive Growth. 
Systematic Country Diagnosticέ 

Map 3: Poverty rates and share of population by 

ethnicity  by department  

Source: World Bank9 
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In its latest Country Diagnostic for Guatemala, 
the World Bank talks about two Guatemalas 
with opposing characteristic and large gaps in 
outcomes between them. One Guatemala is 
rural and the other urban, one is indigenous 
and the other Ladino, one informal and the 
other formal and one lacks access to basic 
services while the other has the ability to pay 
for those services when the state does not 
provide them. These differences are evident 
across livelihood zones but also within zones 
across the different economic strata, as the 
next section aims to relate. 

                                                           
10http://www.iica.int/sites/default/files/document/2015-08/technical_note_01_2015.pdf (last accessed 28 September 
2016) 

Map 4: Locati on of the Central American Dry 

Corridor  

 

 

Source: ICCA10, Inter-American Institute for Cooperation on 

Agriculture  

http://www.iica.int/sites/default/files/document/2015-08/technical_note_01_2015.pdf
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2.2 National livelihood zones map  
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2.3 Summary of livelihood zones 

 

Zone GT01. North Petén forestry and eco -tourism  

Main economic activities  Much of the zone is categorized under the Protected Areas Act, which 
limits the economic activities that are permitted within each category. 
Must of the zone is forested, providing an important source of timber 
and a variety of wild plants and foods and good hunting grounds. 
Fishing is also common. 

The local economy is based on the domestic and international trade of 
forest products (especially timber, xate leaves and Ramón nuts) and 
the labor opportunities the designated forest concessions provide, as 
well as activities related to tourism (services, handicraft sales, 
transport and trade), subsistence farming, some cattle ranching and 
low volumes of seasonal migration to neighboring zone GT02 and to 
Belize to work in the agro-industrial sector. Household agricultural 
production is low (limited to household consumption) but there is no 
shortage in food availability as supplies from zone GT02 and Mexico 
are, in general, widely available.  

Timber extraction 

Xate trade 

Ramón nut trade 

 

Main sources of income 

for poor households  

Local labor in forestry 

 

Sources of food for poor 

households  

20% crops 

80% market purchases 

 

 

Zone GT02 . Central Petén staple foods and cattle farming labor  

Main economic activities  The zone is considered the breadbasket of the Guatemala for its 
extensive production of white maize, which supplies most of the 
domestic stocks. However, the importance of livestock, and cattle in 
particular, has increased considerably in the last ten years, becoming 
a major source of income both for households who have been able to 
invest into the sector and for households who find labor opportunities 
in cattle farms. Local households rely on producing food crops (maize 
and beans) and crops for export (especially pineapple, papaya and 
African palm) and extensive cattle farming or on working for local 
landowners in both agriculture and livestock rearing. Food crop 
production is largely carried out following traditional methods, mainly 
by hand, while cash crop production is modern and more technically 
advanced. 

  

Cattle ranching 

Production of tropical fruits 
for export  

Production of staple crops 

 

Main sources of income 

for poor households  

Local labor in agri-business 

Crop sales 

Petty-trade 

Sources of food for poor 

households  

70% crops 

20%-30% market purchases 

 

 

Zone GT03. South Petén, FTN and Izabal agro -industry and food crops  

Main economic activities  
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Agricultural production of for 
export  

Cattle ranching 

 

¢ƘŜ ȊƻƴŜ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ breadbasket. Today, the levels 
of food crop production have been reduced due to the important 
growth in the agro-industrial sector, especially in the production of 
African palm, which is replacing forests, food crop production and 
pasture lands. The local population is engaged in staple food crop 
production (maize and beans) destined for own consumption, surplus 
sale or solely destined for commercial purposes (amongst the large 
landowners). Poor households rely on the sale of agricultural labor to 
wealthier neighbors cultivating staple food crops and a variety of cash 
crops (citrus fruits, cardamom, black pepper, pineapple, squash, 
rubber or melon) and to large-scale private plantations (mainly 
cultivating African palm and bananas).  

 

Main sources of income 

for poor households  

Local labor in agri-business 

Crop sales 

 

Sources of food for poor 

households  

20% crops 

60% 

20% wild foods/animal 
products 

 

Zone GT04 . Caribbean artisanal fishing  and tourism  

Main economic activities  ¢ƘŜ ȊƻƴŜΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ ƛǎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛȊŜŘ ōȅ ǎƳŀƭƭ-scale artisanal fishing for 
household consumption and trade. As well as having direct access to 
the Caribbean sea, this coastal zone benefits from many lakes and 
rivers, important livelihood sources for both fishing and increasingly 
significant tourism activity.  

 

Three types of fishing characterize the zone. River fishing is done with 
hooks and small nets. For lake fishing, gill nets and large networks of 
haulers are used, while sea fishing includes trawling for shrimp with 
nets, as well as line and trammel net fishing. Diving is also used to catch 
lobster and conch. Households alternate between fishing with their 
own equipment and working for larger-scale fishermen. The most 
affluent households rent their equipment for fishing and tourism. 

Agricultural production of for 
export  

Cattle ranching 

 

Main sources of income 

for poor households  

Fish sales 

Fishing labor 

 

Sources of food for poor 

households  

60% fish 

30% market purchases 

10% crops 

 

Zone GT05. C offee, cardamom, forestry and vegetable production  

Main economic activities  This zone is one of the most recognized areas for coffee production 
and the only zone with significant cardamom production. However, 
since the 2007 livelihood zoning, the zone has seen an increase in the 
production of coffee, spurred by the drop in the price of cardamom. 

The basis of the local economy is the production of food crops (maize 
and beans) and cash crops (coffee, cardamom and vegetables destined 

Coffee, cardamom and 
vegetable production 

Forestry Initiatives 

 

Main sources of income 

for poor households  
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Local agricultural labor  

Crop sales (maize, beans, 
coffee, vegetables) 

 

to export markets (for example chilies, as well as cut flowers). The 
production of cash crops provides labor to local households. 

Additionally, forestry activities have also increased in recent years, 
thanks to government forest incentives. This is now an important 
economic activity for those households who own forest areas or land 
suitable for reforestation. 

 

Sources of food for poor 

households  

60-70% market purchases 

30% crops 

 

Zone GT06. Western highlands labour, staple crops,  vegetables, trade and remittances  

Main economic activities  The basis of the local economy is a mix of agriculture, internal and 
cross-border trade and remittances. Although the zone is not 
amenable to large tracts of intensive agriculture, agriculture 
dominates the local customs. Households produce maize and beans 
for own consumption and vegetables, potatoes and fruits for sale. This 
zone is, in fact, the main production area for vegetables and potatoes 
in the country. The mountainous terrain offers ideal conditions for 
potato growing. The availability of irrigation in certain municipalities 
allows for near year-round production. Vegetable production is most 
prominent in the south of the zone. Migration to coffee and sugar cane 
production areas (zones GT11 and GT12) is also common, where 
harvests are performed by hand and demand for labor is high. The 
proximity to Mexico provides the supplies and the demand for a 
vibrant cross-border trade economy. Remittances form the third pillar 
of the economy; it is mainly the young who migrate and the most 
common destinations are the US and Mexico. 

Vegetable, potatoes and fruit 
production 

Cross-border trade 

 

Main sources of income 

for poor households  

Local and migratory 
agricultural labor  

Remittances 

Crop sales  

 

Sources of food for poor 

households  

80-90% market purchases 

10-20% crops 

 

Zone G T07. Baja Verapaz and Quiché staple food  and agricultu ral labor  

Main economic activities  The basis of the local economy is the production of subsistence food 
crops (maize and beans) with traditional techniques and low yields, as 
well as the production of vegetables, such as tomatoes, peppers and 
onions, grown mainly in the San Jerónimo Valley and the municipalities 
of Quiché. Arid weather conditions, low rainfall and dry soils make 
many areas of this zone infertile and dependent on irrigation systems, 
which are concentrated in urban areas, and to which the majority of 
the population does not have access. 
 
The sale of labor for agricultural work is also an important livelihood 
activity, particularly for poor households who do not have access to 
land. While GT07 does not produce coffee, coffee plantations outside 
the zone are a significant wage labor source and the decline in the 
demand for coffee labor due to rust has significantly reduced local 
household incomes 

Vegetable, sugar cane 
production 

 

Main sources of income 

for poor households  

Local and migratory 
agricultural labor (coffee 
plantations) 

 

Sources of food for poor 

households  

90% market purchases 
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10% crops 

 

 

Zone GT08. Montagua Valley, fruit agri -business and mining  labor   

Main economic activities  The Montagua Valley is one of the driest areas of Central America. It 
is surrounded by mountains, the Sierra de las Minas όƭƛǘŜǊŀƭƭȅ ά¢ƘŜ 
±ŀƭƭŜȅ ƻŦ aƛƴŜǎέύ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǊǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ Sierra del Merendón to the 
south. 

Thanks to irrigation systems from the Motagua River, the livelihood 
zone produces coffee and melons at an industrial scale (for export) 
and, on smaller scale, the area supports the production of tobacco, 
mangos, limes, papaya and other seasonal vegetables. The region is 
considered to be one of Guatemala's key areas for agri-businesses. For 
much of the year the agricultural industries support the poorer 
demographics that are engaged in daily manual labor related, 
especially for the cultivation of melons and coffee. Besides agriculture, 
ǘǿƻ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŜǎ ŘƻƳƛƴŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ȊƻƴŜΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΥ ǘƛƳōŜǊ 
processing and mining. The timber industry supplies local and 
international markets. Substantial industrial mining takes place for 
marble, chalk, limestone and cement. The good connection and 
proximity to the capital city attracts laborers once the main harvest 
seasons in the livelihood zone are over. Workers also migrate north to 
Petén.  

Agri-business (coffee, 
melons/watermelons, other 
fruits & vegetables) 

Mining 

Timber processing 

 

Main sources of income 

for poor households  

Local agricultural labor  

Local mining labor 

Migratory labor (capital and 
Petén) 

 

Sources of food for poor 

households  

80-90% market purchases 

10-20% crops 

 

Zone GT09. Industrial, agri -business labor, commerce and services of the Central Area   

Main economic activities  The basis of the local economy relies on the presence of the major 
industrial complex in the country (agri-business, textile maquilas, 
processing factories). Poorer households with low education levels are 
employed as casual laborers on an ad-hoc basis, middle-income 
households obtain more stable full-time positions, while better-off 
households are among the managers, administrators and owners of 
the factories and processing plants. The same is true within the agro-
businesses, although the participation of very poor and poor 
households is higher due to the abundant offer of low-skilled seasonal 
work. Trade and small-scale businesses are also a way of life in the 
livelihood zone, from the informal petty trade practiced by poor 
households (mostly street sales and small street food stalls) to well 
established small-scale businesses, such as restaurants, grocery shops, 
beauty parlors, taxi companies, etc. providing services to workers 
coming into the zone and to the local population. Additionally, the 
area has a high demand for various services linked to urban living and 
industrial settings: transport and currier services, domestic services 
(for private clients and businesses), security services (again for 
companies and households) and international call centers.  

Agri-business  

Manufacturing 

Service sector (small and 
large scale) 

Main sources of income 

for poor households  

Local casual labor (various 
industries)  

Local wage labour 

Sources of food for poor 

households  

80% market purchases 

20% crops 
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Zone GT10. Eastern subsistence good crops and agricultural labor (coffee, fruit and 

vegetables)  

Main economic activities  ¢ƘŜ ȊƻƴŜ ƛǎ ƭƻŎŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ άŘǊȅ ŎƻǊǊƛŘƻǊέΦ ¢ƘŜ ȊƻƴŜΩǎ ŜŎƻƭƻƎȅ ƛǎ 
most suitable for the purposes of logging and grazing. However, the 
local population continues to grow the basic rain fed food crops at 
subsistence levels of production. In fact, the region is one of the first 
producers of black beans. It is also one of the few zones where 
sorghum is grown, although it is usually for fodder purposes. The local 
economy relies on growing food crops for family consumption, as well 
as some production of coffee and vegetables. In general, it is middle-
income and better-off households who have been able to diversify 
their agricultural production into coffee and seasonal vegetables and 
fruits (e.g. oranges, jocote and mango), sometimes even replacing 
food crop production all together as a more profitable income 
generating activity. Migration to sugarcane and coffee production 
areas (zones GT11 and GT12) during harvest seasons is common. 

Coffee, fruit and vegetable 
production 

Staple crop production 

 

Main sources of income 

for poor households  

Local agricultural labor 

Migration to coffee 
production areas in 
Honduras 

 

Sources of food for poor  

households  

40-50% market purchases 

30-40% crops 

10% animal products 

 

 

Zone GT11. Coffee production  

Main economic activities  Although coffee production is the main feature of this area, its 
importance as a source of income has been greatly reduced in recent 
years, due to the number of crises that have affected this sector 
(coffee rust and low prices) and especially small and medium-scale 
growers. As a result, coffee growers have started to grow fruit inside 
their coffee plantations, they sell the wood products that result from 
clearing plantations and pruning, in an effort to exploit the options 
that their farmland can offer. The zone now produces grains, 
vegetables, citrus and rubber alongside coffee, which continues to 
ŘƻƳƛƴŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ȊƻƴŜΩǎ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜ. 

Most of the population is involved in agricultural activities, particularly 
related to coffee. Since coffee can be harvested at different times 
according to the altitude, this zone sees a lot of internal migration and 
immigration from other zones within Guatemala. Remittances are also 
notable in this zone. 

Coffee and fruit production 

 

Main sources of income 

for poor households  

Crop sales (coffee & fruits) 

Local agricultural labor 

Remittances 

 

Sources of food for poor 

households  

80% market purchases 

20% crops 

 

Zone GT12. Southern  agri -business labor and food crops  

Main economic activities  The zone is famous for its sugarcane plantations, which attract 
seasonal laborers from across the country during the harvest and 
processing season (la zafra). Sugarcane has been grown in this region 
since colonial times, in large haciendas called ingenios azucareros, 

Sugar cane, banana and palm 
oil production 
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Main sources of income 

for poor households  
which are now owned by private companies. Other important cash 
crops cultivated in this zone include bananas and plantains, palm oil 
and rubber, as well as additional fruits (pineapples, mango and 
papaya), all of which require artificial irrigation under the local climatic 
conditions and are mainly directed at export markets. Local livelihoods 
are essentially based on the sale of labor in the plantations located in 
the zone and especially in sugarcane plantations, which require the 
largest amount of manual labor on a seasonal basis. Households 
produce some food crops for own consumption and sale, but 
ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŜƴǘƛǊŜƭȅ ǊŜƭƛŀƴǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŀǎƻƴΩǎ ǊŀƛƴŦŀƭƭ 
patterns, as most households do not have access to irrigation. The 
largest maize producing areas are: La Maquina, Tiquisate and Nueva 
Concepción; all of which supply the national market for maize. 
Livestock also plays an important part in local livelihoods, both for 
poorer households who find employment in farms and for better-off 
households who are the owners, dairy farms are particularly common 
in the department of Santa Rosa. 

Local agricultural casual labor 
(sugar cane harvest)  

 

Sources of food for poor 

households  

70% market purchases 

30% crops 

 

Zone GT13. Pacific ocean artisanal fishing, trade and services   

Main economic activities  ¢ƘŜ ȊƻƴŜΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ ƛǎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛȊŜŘ ōȅ ǎƳŀƭƭ-scale artisanal fishing for 
household consumption and trade and small-scale agriculture: maize, 
sesame, papaya, banana and coconuts. Despite the coastal location of 
the zone, fishing is only an artisanal activity, using few modern 
techniques or equipment. As a result, it is not a high-growth industry, 
but it is an important means of life for the local population. All 
households depend on fishing as a source of food and income and 
many also on fishing labor as the main source of income. Labor 
opportunities are available working for other fishermen out at sea or 
working in shrimp and tilapia farms located inland. The tourist sector 
provides opportunities for labor and trade, including an additional 
market for fish during the peak tourist season. Migration towards the 
sugarcane production areas in zone GT12 is common 

Fishing 

 

Main sources of income 

for poor households  

Fish sales 

Fishing labor 

Agricultural labor 

 

Sources of food for poor 

households  

60% fish 

40% market purchases 

0-5% crops 

 

 

2.4 Summary of food and income sources by livelihood zone 

 

The following sets of graphs summarize the difference sources of food and income common within each 
of wealth group in each livelihood zone. They also present the approximate relative weight of each 
source to the annual household food balance sheet and the annual household budget. The quantitative 
information provided in this section was collected over a small number of interviews in each livelihood 
zone, and while it is not the result of a large statistical survey, the graphs provides a coherent set of 
information on the common patterns of access to food and income.  
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Table 1: Typical sources of food by wealth group and livelihood zone, as a percentage of annual food balance sheet  

    

 
Source: FEWS NET 
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Overview of sources of food 

The market (red bar) is the main source of food for rural households at all levels of wealth. Households 
own production of the national staple crops (maize and beans) provides between 10% and 20% of 
households total food consumption, except in zone G¢лнΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ōǊŜŀŘbasket. Poor 
households commonly differentiate themselves from very poor households for having greater access 
to land (through ownership or rental agreements) and their efforts to achieve some degree of self-
sufficiency are evident (green bar). The same is true of middle-income households who continue to 
reserve some of their productive land for maize and bean production, unlike better-off households 
who, for the most part, have forgone cereal production all together. Animal products from the 
ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘΩǎ ƻǿƴ stock (grey and white checkered bar) are more evident the more affluent the group 
is, as the availability of land and capital allow for diversification into livestock breeding. Eating wild 
foods (including seasonal fishing, hunting and collecting various wild leaves and fruits) is a common 
strategy among poorer households (pale pink bar). In zones GT04 and GT13, year-round fishing is the 
principal economic activity, therefore this source of food is more prominent.
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Overview of sources of income 
 

Table 2: Typical sources of income by wealth group and livelihood zone, as a percentage of annual household budget  

   

 

 
Source: FEWS NET 
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