
Initiating a Rain Forest Conservation Project in Costa Rica 
 

When I was in Costa Rica in the summer of 1977 as a graduate student at Harvard University, I 

became concerned about the future of the La Selva Biological Station operated by the Organization 

for Tropical Studies (OTS).  Everybody was in agreement that La Selva was doomed to be an 

island of forest in a sea of cow pasture, however nobody seemed motivated to do anything about it.  

I decided to try to organize people to the goal of expanding the La Selva property.  The idea I had 

was to at least expand the property to natural boundaries that would include the complete 

watersheds of all of the streams that flowed through the property.  This would have meant roughly 

doubling the size of the property. 

 

 



Thomas Lovejoy: 

I began speaking of this to every senior researcher 

that I came in contact with.  Everyone agreed with me 

and encouraged me, but no one offered any help of 

any kind.  When I returned to Cambridge, I soon 

came into contact with Tom Lovejoy of the World 

Wildlife Fund, and he agreed to meet with me to 

discuss the La Selva situation.  We examined the 

maps of the area, and it became clear to me that Tom 

was thinking in much larger terms than I had been.  

He was considering the possibility of establishing a 

full scale park contiguous with La Selva.  This was 

encouraging and caused me to begin to think on a 

larger scale.  Tom told me that we need to determine 

if there is anything special about the La Selva area 

that would justify making such a park there. 

 

After Tom left I kept looking over the maps, and I 

noticed that there was a very large forest reserve 

marked on the map in the mountains fifteen 

kilometers to the south of La Selva.  I wrote him a 

letter on 25-9-77 in which I proposed the idea of 

connecting La Selva with this reserve, and discussed  



 
 



possible boundaries.  At about that time, unknown to us, the Braulio Carrillo National Park was 

being formed within the forest reserve, for the purpose of providing watershed protection for the 

Guapiles road project.  When we found out about this, the idea was changed to one of connecting 

the park (22 km to the south), rather than the forest reserve with La Selva.  In the mean time, Tom 

Lovejoy made some trips to Costa Rica in which he raised the idea with outgoing President Daniel 

Oduber, incoming President Rodrigo Carazo, the Director of National Parks Alvaro Ugalde, and the 

Presidential Science Advisor Mario Boza. 

 

I sent out a letter in April 1977 to many biologists who might be interested (over one hundred 

names).  I used the OTS mailing list provided by Don Stone (the Executive Director of OTS), as 

well as any other names I could get.  The letter produced a large volume of response.  One of the 

most significant results of the circular was Gary Stiles’ letter of 17-10-77 indicating that the 

transect would protect altitudinally migrating birds, which probably could not be protected 

anywhere else in Central America. 

 

 



 

When I arrived in Costa Rica to be the manager of La Selva in the summer of 1978, I talked to 

Alvaro Ugalde about the project.  Alvaro was interested in the project, but didn’t have the time or 

the resources to do anything about it.  I asked him what needed to be done, and he said that he 

needed to know the condition of the forest in the area of the proposed extension, and also how 

many people live in the area.  Since he couldn’t seek this information himself, I set out to get it for 

him.  I went to the Geographic Institute, and was able to obtain low elevation aerial photos of most 

of the area, taken within the last two years.  I put together a photo-mosaic, and from that I drew a 

detailed map of forest coverage.  I also found out that the Malaria Institute knows how many people 

live in the area.  I took the map to Ugalde, and told him about the information at the Malaria 

Institute. 

 

 
Mario Boza (left), Alvaro Ugalde (right) 

 

At some time in late October I met with Mario Boza, the science advisor to president Carazo, and 

showed him the map of forest coverage.  Together we drew up a set of boundaries for the proposed 

extension.  These were to be the first “official” boundaries.  Boza then took the map to President 

Carazo and made the formal proposal to him.  Carazo accepted Boza’s recommendation to extend 

the park.  As expressed in his letter of Nov. 6, ’78, Carazo told the director of the Geographic 

Institute, that if he could confirm the accuracy of my map of forest coverage, he would go ahead 

with the park project. 

 

Boza then asked me to write an essay explaining why the park should be extended.  My essay was 

translated into Spanish by OTS, and much to my surprise, a full page article appeared in the 

national newspaper La Nación, with photos and maps, and the headline “They will extend Braulio 

Carrillo National Park”.  The text of the article was my essay verbatim, and it was signed by Mario 

Boza.  Documentation of this history is available here: 

http://tomray.me/park/ParkExtension1977.pdf   

 

 

http://tomray.me/park/ParkExtension1977.pdf


 
 



 



 



At this point everyone was ecstatic, and we thought it was done.  In time we began to realize that 

nothing was happening.  No park guards had arrived.  When we asked what was going on, we were 

informed that the government was broke, and there were no funds available.  By this time, OTS 

was willing to become actively involved in the project, and they began to consider the problem of 

fund raising for the project.  I no longer felt that I needed to play a central role in the effort, as other 

persons who were better connected and equally energetic were now quite dedicated to the project 

(e.g., Peter Raven, Don Stone). 

 

When the Clarks took over the administration of La Selva, they became dedicated to the purchase 

of the “Vargas property”.  Although I saw some benefit to the idea, I was strongly opposed to it 

because it diverted attention from the more important project of the park extension, and the Vargas 

land was very expensive, as it included road front property that was fairly well “developed”.  Once 

the effort to raise funds for the Vargas property was well underway, it was clear that the park 

extension would get no attention at least until the Vargas property was purchased.  Therefore, even 

though I did not support the Vargas project, I called Arthur D. Little, and arranged for him to 

contact Peter Raven so that he could donate $25,000 to the Vargas project.  Although I was quite 

skeptical at that time, my hope was that if the Vargas project could be gotten out of the way, 

attention could be re-focused on the park extension.  In retrospect, we had our cake and ate it too. 

 

In 1982, President Rodrigo Carazo issued a decree that officially designated 7,368 hectares as 

“Zona Protectora La Selva”.  Protection status means that land owners can continue existing 

farming practices, but conversion or alteration of forest is prohibited.  This was intended as a 

holding measure while funds to purchase the property could be raised. 

 

On a bird-watching expedition in 1984, Murray Gell-Mann, a Nobel laureate in physics and 

member of the Board of Directors of the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation, heard 

about the Zona effort.  As a result of this contact, later the same year the board of the MacArthur 

Foundation voted unanimously to grant one million dollars, on a one-to-one challenge basis, 

towards the purchase of the land.  Within a year, the challenge was met by a fund raising effort by a 

consortium including the Nature Conservancy, the World Wildlife Fund-US, the Organization for 

Tropical Studies, the Costa Rican Park service and the Costa Rican National Parks Foundation.  On 

13 April 1986, President Luis Alberto Monge officially incorporated the 13,500 hectare extension 

of Braulio Carrillo Park into the Costa Rican National Park System.  The history of these 

conservation efforts is described in Keller (1986) and Pringle (1988). 

 

Subsequently I began a new solo effort by campaigning for the protection of additional lands 

around and to the north of the extension mentioned above 

(http://tomray.me/pubs/reserves/node10.html).  My efforts led to a second matching grant from 

John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation (http://tomray.me/pubs/reserves/node23.html).  

This was a grant of $250,000 on a 1:2 basis, bringing the total to $375,000. 

 

http://tomray.me/pubs/reserves/node10.html
http://tomray.me/pubs/reserves/node23.html


 
 



This continued effort on my part also brought the participation of the Swiss philanthropy Ecovida 

(http://www.ecovida.ch/index.php?id=9&L=1).  In 2007 Ecovida first bought the property marked 

in pink on the map below, but have continued purchasing additional properties to the north, with 

the goal of constructing a biological corridor.  As of 2015 they have acquired three properties 

totaling 1,670 hectares, at a cost of $2,500,000.  This is an ongoing project and Ecovida continues 

to seek the purchase of additional properties. 
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