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eficial for facilitating the spread 
of species.” With eighty per cent 
of these humid forests gone, such 
efforts, however small, are won-
derfully reassuring.      

President Arias claims, 
“Since the seventies, our coun-
try has devoted considerable effort to protecting, managing, restoring and re-
planting our forests. We instituted loans, tax credits, and direct grants to small 
landowners. Our forest cover has experienced a remarkable turnaround, and 
today it exceeds forty-five per cent of Costa Rica.  We didn’t stop there,” he add-
ed. “Today Costa Rica is the only developing country to have adopted a carbon 
tax, partially funding the only national system of payment for environmental 
services, and becoming the largest buyer of forest carbon in the world.”  

Our base when we are in Guanecaste is not far from the little town of Parai-
so. It is just a few hundred feet from the shore, where the great waves of the vast 
blue Pacific roll in to crest and shatter, hissing, on the wide sandy beach and 
the brown pelicans play an endless game of swooping and skimming. With the 
exception of sounds of traffic from the road, most of the ambient sounds there 
-- noise may be a more accurate term – can be attributed almost exclusively to 
the natural world. In addition to the roaring of the surf, the near constant wind 
rattles palm fronds, boat tail grackles whistle and chirp, parrots screech, blue 
jays comment and call, ubiquitous dogs bark, equally omnipresent and vocal 
chickens and roosters either cackle or crow, and a troop of eponymous howler 
monkeys harangue each other as well as passers by and pursuing dogs. 

More silently, except for the occasional splash when they spout, migrating 
whales forge northward within sight of the shore. Inland, in the forests among 
the trees and along the riverbeds, dart innumerable birds of wildly varying 
sizes, colors, and musicality. Bright butterflies dance everywhere. Large igua-
nas thrash through the underbrush and bask in the baking sun. Dark shapes 
amidst the leaves can be vultures resting between bouts of soaring and scaveng-
ing or a band of howler monkeys observing a few moments of uncharacteristic 
quiet. 

In reality, the noise of motors and traffic is a relatively minor problem in 
our area, as very few local people have cars. Most of those who do are tourists, 
usually North American or European or Costa Rican from the cities. The lo-
cal people ride buses or bicycles or walk. Occasionally some of the drivers can 
fail take to their rights as seriously as they should. Twice during the time we 
have been there a child was killed on the road near us -- by tourists. As was an-
nounced locally under the heading “Sad News”:

“The loss of Selene in a tragic accident is not only a tragedy for her family 
but, also a great loss to our community. She came down from the bus, crossed 
the street and a car that came from behind the bus, hit her. We must take this 
tragedy and make an effort to create something positive from such a heart-
breaking loss.  For the safety of other children and all who ride our buses, we 
must find safer ways to load and unload passengers at bus stops. Traffic must 
flow and, with planning, it can flow safely in a way that will not allow another 
misfortune like the one we have so recently endured. 

Less dangerous as a rule is the most elegant form of transportation seen in 
the area; horse back riding. Not only is it popular with the many visiting eques-
trians, it is seen as another alternative for getting around by local people. This 
is not confined to the cowboys, who continue to keep the tradition alive. They 
can be seen proudly astride their high-stepping, arch-necked mounts not only 
at fiestas and bullfights, but along the road sides, galloping across fields, or 
along the beaches. One young man, whether coincidentally or by arrangement 
with some of the local chamber of commerce, is frequently to be seen gallop-
ing bareback just in front of the breakers at the moment the sun sinks into the 
Pacific – not exactly a green flash but a flash all the same. 

The weather when we are there is ideal – if you don’t count the almost 
constant and often strong winds, which add door banging to the general sound-
scape. Still we are usually blessed with a succession of golden, sun-filled days, 
during which a half hour or so of cloud cover is cause for comment or com-
plaint. These are balanced with brilliant moonlit or dazzling starlit nights. 

The rainy season, we are told, 
can also be very beautiful, when 
even Guanecaste can grow lushly 
green. Last year in our area, how-
ever, the rain was torrential at 
times, causing widespread flood-
ing. Some of the bridges, which 

are minimalist structures at best, were impassable for two weeks at a stretch.     
We first started going to this area, which has become a home away from 

home for us, as part of the staff for a course we were teaching that was affiliat-
ed with the University of Vermont. When the course was suspended a few years 
later we chose not to see it as a reason to stay away from Costa Rica. It has 
turned out that our classes there, to which we always welcomed local people of 
all ages, have had a legacy for which we can be pleased. We have been told by 
a friend that it was through the class that they learned about the importance of 
wildlife corridors. Now, although it is not easy to inhibit the practices of devel-
opers, they are struggling to protect these corridors and, in doing so, the many 
creatures who use them. 

We were told a similar story about turtle protection. Turtle eggs had been 
held by some in the area to be an aphrodisiac. Also, as is well known, the moth-
er turtles have a somewhat cavalier attitude about the clutches of eggs they 
lay by night and leave on the unprotected beaches. But now, under the direc-
tion of community leader, Lilliam  James Ctoto, Playa Junquillal, not far from 
Paraiso, has an annual Fiesta de las Tortugas where the turtle is celebrated 
and people learn of the importance of protecting this totem of seaside ecology. 
Other creatures are honored as well. As Lilly explained in a local announce-
ment: “This year we would like to focus your attention to the plight of our 
monkeys.  Monkeys require the above ground pathways, traditionally provided 
by touching trees, to move and forage for food.  Certain trees provide for food, 
others for shelter, and some just for movement.  With the inevitable increase in 
roads and houses it is important that we give thought to maintaining a commu-
nity that responds to the needs of all.  With planning the needs of the monkey 
can be symbiotic with growth and economic improvement.  Trees need to be 
touching or options provided for monkeys to traverse an area and the selection 
of trees to be kept can provide for food and shelter.  Where roads and buildings 
break the tree roadways, alternative and inexpensive rope bridges can provide 
the highways of life for the monkeys with the trees that provide the flowers and 
fruits we love and the monkeys need.  Coning can keep the monkeys from the 
precarious electrical lines only if we provide the logical alternatives.” 

Another of the more enlightened projects in the area is that of ex-pat Amer-
ican Tom Peifer. His El Centro Verde is a permaculture farm that is a testimony 
to the potential of Guanacaste in terms of sustainable land management. It is 
equally a testimony to one man’s ability to learn, adapt, and listen to the land. 
He is preserving native woodlands and grows a number of tree crops, fish and 
seasonal fruits and vegetables. 

Tom has a young Costa Rican protégé named Elias Rodriguez Jaen who, 
with the further sponsorship of Vermonter Will Raap, has another worthwhile 
project on the other side of Paraiso. He is developing an intensive model farm, 
intended to be organic, sustainable, and income generating. Like El Centro 
Verde it will demonstrate many of the currently under-used possibilities for the 
area, which currently imports most of its food. Each year Elias proudly shows 
us around his farm and we readily notice the many advances. During the dry 
and windy weather, for example, he attempted an experiment to combine soil 
formation with composting. He and his men dug trenches dug to a depth of 
four to five feet. Then they layered tree limbs and branches in the bottom and 
set them on fire. Once they were burning they added green organic matter and 
soil to slow down combustion and lower oxygen levels, initiating charcoal for-
mation. In order to inoculate the compost as the pile cooled they piled on green 
matter, mainly banana stocks, and added soil with clay. In the future they will 
dig trenches along the contour lines on the slopes of hills. The hillside con-
tours, which are planted on the downward side with erosion preventing vetiver 
grass, will not only control runoff and capture moisture; they will be sinks for 
nutrients and will prevent them from leaching down the hill and away from 
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the farm. 
About ninety kilometers off to 

the east of all this, near the port of 
Puntarenas on the Gulf of Nicoya, 
the Rio Tempisque runs swift and 
strong. Its tide-fed water is slight-
ly lighter than the muddy tree and 
shrub-lined banks.  This year not 
long after boarding our riverboat there we edged up on two alligators, perfectly 
camouflaged with their mud colored skins. One had recently had lunch and 
slept stolidly on, showing no interest in us at all. The other scooted along the 
bank toward us with alarming speed. Fortunately, our boat rendered us inac-
cessible. Alligators are primal, malevolent seeming creatures, in part due to 
the ominous eye that pokes out of the water as they lurk just below its surface. 
Small children and dogs are often their victims. 

Much less nasty along the banks of the Tempisque, but at times equally 
purposeful, were the iguanas which were, at the time of our visit, much more 
interested in the making of future iguanas than any intrusion on our part. 
This caused most of the males to adopt a bright orange coloration, accentuated 
by an adjustable but sizeable orange, balloon-like, swelling at the throat, po-
tentially devastatingly attractive, we supposed to the more drab females. Their 
nether ends were no less dramatic, featuring very large orange and black tiger-
striped tails. 

 As our boat headed for our destination, Bird Island, the vari-
ety and number of birds became extraordinary. We floated under a 
swirling sky-full of them. Wheeling, diving, calling overhead were 
wood storks, cormorants, frigate birds, vulchers, egrets and roseate 
spoonbills. Lower flyers may have been ibis or cormorants. A range 
of herons and many others roosted in the trees along the shore, shar-
ing the branches with howler and capuchin monkeys. At Bird Island 
it was almost impossible to see an inch of tree surface or spot of 
bare ground. Every spare cubit of space was taken or was being ex-
changed with the constant coming and going of its feathered inhab-
itants. In this time of dwindling wild lands and endangered species, 
these abundant numbers attest to the dedication of the Costa Rican 
park system for protecting such riches.    

It is probably time to interject a note of realism into what until 
now has been a genuinley rapsodic account of a country we have 
come to love. Last fall, overcoming  widespread grassroots resis-
tance, and with a sizable injection of money from outside the coun-
try, CAFTA, the Central American equivalent of NAFTA, squeaked 
into existence there. It is in part a scheme to industrialize the area 
and is likely to create wretched working conditions, as it did in the 
sweatshops or Maquiladoras in Mexico, where workers produce 
cheap goods for almost no pay while enduring miserable standards 
of living.  The project, unfortunately supported by President Arias, 
was presented by promoters as a way to improve the economy as well 
as the lives of inhabitants. Unfortunately, the results will no doubt be 
much like that of NAFTA and other plans that have disrupted mil-
lions of lives and destroyed thousands of acres of land. We leave it 
to our colleague, Bill McLarney, who is much more knowledgeable 
about Costa Rican issues, to comment on the next two pages. 

More recent news might well have cost not only Costa Rica but 
President Arias to slip downward in their EPI rating. The Tico Times 
went so far as to report: “An executive decree issued by President 
Oscar Arias and Environment Minister Roberto Dobles limits access 
to public environmental documents and has raised questions about 
the administration’s commitment to transparency.” The story speaks 
equally loudly for grassroots democracy in Costa Rica, reflecting dil-
igence on the part municipal officials, local activists, and community 
groups.

 According to the Tico Times a certain three hundred-room lux-
ury hotel, the Allegro Papagayo, owned by the Spanish hotel chain 

Occidental, is a concession man-
aged by the Costa Rican Tourism 
Institute. It is part of the govern-
ment’s Papagayo Tourism Project 
and is the largest development in 
Guanacaste When it was discov-
ered that the hotel was illegally 
trucking raw sewage to an out-

of-commission treatment plant in the nearby town of El Gallo de Liberia, au-
thorities closed it down, forcing the relocation of six hundred guests. The news 
made national headlines. The Citizen Action Party (PAC), the Ombudsman’s 
Office, the presidential cabinet and all of the country’s environmental groups 
rallied around the Health Ministry’s decision on behalf of local citizens instead 
of submitting to corporate dominance. 

A similar incident had previously forced the closure of several hotels in 
Tamarindo, a tacky resort town alarming close to our mostly unspoiled base 
near Paraiso. As happened in Papagayo the hotel’s sewage had been threaten-
ing to contaminate not only El Gallo’s water supply but also a nearby river. 
Prior to that, when officials discovered hidden pipes pouring sewage directly 
into the estuary beside the hotel, the environment ministry revealed that hotel 
had been dumping raw sewage closer to home, Learning of this, government 
inspectors expressed outrage and a local prosecutor asked for “the complete 
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closure of the hotel.” 
Several months later the hotel manager responded: “Since the receipt of 

your letter, the problem of discharges was immediately corrected, totally elimi-
nating the problem of the estuary.” Notably absent from the letter, noted the 
Tico Times was any indication of how the hotel had “eliminated the problem” 
in the estuary. At the same time, a half-hour’s drive from the hotel, in the vil-
lage of El Gallo, a bad odor was wafting from a defunct sewage treatment plant 
that officials said was operating illegally. Residents reported trucks, sometimes 
decrepit, with concealed license plates, rattling into town at a rate of up to 
a hundred and fifty per day, some in the middle of the night. “No one could 
sleep,” said one community leader. 

Local residents took notice and organized. Every time a truck passed, they 
wrote down the time, a short description and license plate number. They com-
piled a list of hundreds in just over four days. They also observed trucks spilling 
sewage into the road. After several days the townspeople blockaded the street, 
preventing them from making deliveries. They were supported by the munici-
pality. The mayor promised he would shut down the plants.

Not surprisingly, Costa Rican officials are apparently as good as their coun-
terparts elsewhere at juggling blame. The hotel claimed it had hired a private 
company to take care of the wastewater and that it was not the hotel’s respon-
sibility to determine where the sewage was exported. Unconvinced, one local 
activist questioned, “Is this the type of tourism this government is promoting? 
Is this a company that is showing consideration for the surrounding communi-
ties? Is this the kind of development we want?” Obviously, with its decision to 
close down the hotel, the environment ministry agreed it did not.

The troubles of the hotel’s parent company were not over. Serious questions 
have surfaced about another of its facilities; the equally high profile Occidental 
Grand Papagayo. The Tico Times learned that the country’s executive environ-

mental court, the Environmental Tribunal, was reviewing a case alleging that 
the Grand Papagayo, like the Allegro, had been dumping sewage illegally into 
ocean waters at Playa Buena with one of the region’s most delicate coral reefs 
just off shore.

According to a formal complaint submitted in writing to the Costa Rican 
Tourism Institute, the Grand Papagayo had been piping untreated wastewater, 
again despite a promise from its manager that the problem had been solved. 
The case was filed at the Environmental Tribunal by the Costa Rican Tourism 
Institute which was, however, slow to act. The director of the Papagayo Tour-
ism Project insisted the Health Ministry, not the Tourism Institute, was respon-
sible for ensuring that hotels comply with the sewage treatment laws.

Residents in the nearby towns of El Gallo and Santa Cruz, which is our 
nearest market town, protested the illicit sewage deliveries. In both cases, the 
sites were ordered to stop receiving sewage from the hotel Allegro Papagayo. 
Officials and residents scrambled to keep track of the unmarked sewage trucks 
from the hotel as they disappeared by the hundreds into the dry, windswept 
hills of Guanacaste. No one, not even the Health Ministry, could predict where 
they might appear next. The director of the Rio Cañas regional office of the 
Environment and Energy Ministry confirmed that trucks from the hotel were 
delivering sewage to a disposal site that lacked appropriate permits.

A rash of complaints from neighbors and lack of proper permitting again 
forced health officials to shut down this site too.  This also raised questions about 
the company contracted by the hotel to transport its client’s sewage. Since the 
closure of dumpsites in El Gallo and Santa Cruz, the Liberia regional health 
director acknowledged that even he couldn’t guarantee the hotel’s sewage was 
being disposed of legally. “Once it leaves our region’s borders, we don’t know 
where it’s going. If we find any contamination on site, we will shut it down.”

He made good on his word the next day. One member of a local environ-
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mental group in the region declared, “This kind of growth is simply not sus-
tainable, and this is proof. Before the government invites more investors here, 
it needs to regain control and put a more realistic plan in place.” President 
Arias’s decree to limit access to public environmental documents has raised 
questions about the administration’s commitment to transparency. The decree 
voids long-standing public access to case files in the Environment Tribunal.

“It’s outrageous,” said a lawyer for the Costa Rican Journalism Associa-
tion and the Institute for Press Freedom. “It impedes, without any justifica-
tion, citizen access to documentation which is obviously of public interest. It 
is blatantly unconstitutional” According to Article 21 of the decree, only those 
directly involved in a case, their representatives or any accredited lawyer in the 
country can view the case files. The press and the public are excluded.

So, as elsewhere, there is trouble in Paradise -- even in one of Latin Amer-
ica’s most stable democracies. The interests of corporations and the wealthy 
threaten the well- being of the people – with the collusion of the Nobel accred-
ited president who, we hear, is proving a disappointment in other ways as well. 
Such developments are particularly frustrating for us at Ocean Arks and Todd 
Ecological Design, knowing as we do that such problems of sewage disposal 
can be readily solved with ecological technologies and at far less cost than ran-
dom trucking and dumping. We hope to become more involved.  

So, it turns out, even lovely Costa Rica is not without its flaws. But there 
yet remains more about it that is heartening. It would take vast and terrible de-
velopment, which nonetheless is a danger if CAFTA is allowed to proceed un-
checked, to destroy the beauty of the land. But as long as ordinary people will 
take to the streets or adopt whatever form of activism seems necessary to protect 
their rights, democracy there remains alive and well and offers a resilient and 
compelling model for other countries and climates as well. 
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