Global Perspective: Costa Rican Forests Yield Tourists and Medicines

The Central American republic of Costa Rica has been very successful in protecting a significant amount of its remaining forests.  It has a rich variety of different kinds of tropical forests and other natural resources.  Mangrove swamps, cloud forests, rainforests, dry tropical forests, volcanoes, and beaches on both the Pacific Ocean and the Caribbean Sea are all part of the mix found in an area about the size of West Virginia.

Nearly 20 percent of the land in Costa Rica is protected as parks, reserves, and refuges.  This is the result of several factors.  The government is committed to preserving natural areas.  A major part of the parks program involves educating the local people about the values of the parks, including the biological value of the large number of species of plants and animals and the economic value of the parks as a tourist attraction.  The job of educating the people is made easier by the fact that 93 percent of the people are literate.


Many jobs in Costa Rica are in developing ecotourism market.  People who wish to visit natural areas require guides, transportation, food, and lodging.  The jobs created in these industries encourage local people to preserve their natural resources because their livelihood depends on it.  Furthermore, when people are employed, they are less likely to try to convert forested land into farmland.


In addition to using the natural resources of forests for tourists, the government of Costa Rica signed a two year agreement in 1991 between its Instituto Nacional de Biodiversidad (INBio) and Merck and Company, Inc., to prospect for possible drugs from many tropical plants and animals found in the forests.  In return, Merck paid $1 million to the Costa Rican government.  Specially trained local parataxonomists (technicians trained in the identification of plants and animals) were involved in this search, resulting in additional jobs.

· What conditions have contributed to the apparent success of Costa Rica in protecting its forests?

· What are possible sources of failure in other countries?

· Who benefits from ecotourism?
