Chapter 2

"Market v. Community:

The Evolution of Ecotourism as Policy Solution™

Introduction

Ecotourism as theoretical concept, policy strategy, and business venture evolved
due to the boom in global travel, the spread of environmentalism and neoliberal
economics to the devel oping world, and to the chronic budget shortfalls hampering
conservation efforts as developing countries struggled to adjust to the new global
economy (see Weaver 1998). It has aso come to be seen in some developing countries as
anew source of employment for the disappearing small farmer sector (Baez 2000; see

Loker 1996; Paz 1999). Figgis describes this convergence:

“Overall...the ecotourism concept was to some degree the right idea at the right
time. Tourism interests were looking for areas where their country had a
competitive advantage and new angles to market their countries or regions.
Environmentalists were looking for reasons why governments should conserve
land, as well as examples of green industries and an alternative to the rapacious
model of mass tourism. Indigenous and rural communities were looking for
alternatives to destructive industries, new employment opportunities, particularly
ones that could enhance their communities. Governments were looking for
economic development, income from their protected area assets and lower costs
in land management (in Wearing and Neil 1999:xiii).”

In many tropical countries, economic growth from approximately 1950-1980 was
accompanied by massive deforestation (Hecht 1985; Plumwood and Routley 1982),

which produced globa concern over the fate of tropical forests (Place 1994, 1998). Y et
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expensive policy responses favoring US-style national parks meant expropriating large
tracts of land, compensating their previous owners, and guarding the parks against the
livelihood needs of rural poor populations accustomed to using forests for wood, game,
and agricultural land. Thus parks clashed in the 1980s with the economic redlities
governments faced in the wake of the debt crisis and with the livelihood activities of poor
rural populations residing near the newly established protected areas (see Hopkins 1995;

Vandergeest 1996).

Simultaneously, the broader and transcendental idea that humans were not
separate from nature but rather were an inherent part of the environment was emerging
from within the international community. International acceptance of thisideawas
formalized with the publication of Our Common Futurein 1987 (WCED), which
proposed that sustainable development could integrate economic growth, social equity,
and environmental protection. Indeed, sustainable development’ s advocates held that the
very future of the planet depended on thisintegration. Theoretical models of protected
area management now consider natural areas to be composed of relatively undisturbed
areas surrounded by areas of varying degrees of human use (see Child and MacKinnon
1986; Clay 1987). Managing a protected area means not just fencing in the forest (see
Carriere 1991; Thrupp 1990) but incorporating human needs and socioeconomic realities
explicitly into park management (see Ciencias Ambientales 2001; IUCN 1980; Janzen
1985; Western and Wright 1994). “This new paradigm elevates the cultural and social
elements of the environment to be considered simultaneously with the physical resource
as primary factors in determining appropriate practices. Under this rationale the fate, and

indeed the role, of local people in the design of protected area programmesisviewed as a
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prerequisite for success (Minca and Linda 2000:133).” An outgrowth of sustainable
development, ecotourism offered afinancially and politically attractive solution to these

problems.

This chapter discusses the idea of sustainable development in general and the two
main strands of thought, market and grassroots, that frame current debate over the
concept. | then review the concept of ecotourism and its corresponding market and
grassroots variants. Last, | discuss the shortcomings of ecotourism studies to date and

how the study described in this dissertation helpsto fill an important research gap.

Sustainable Development — Market v. Grassroots

This section describes the evolution of sustainable development, the policy and
theoretical paradigm that eventually gave rise to policy strategies such as ecotourism.
Sustainable development consists of four components. economic growth, environmental
protection, social equity, and participation (Brundtland Commission 1987; World Bank
1992, 1996; see also Redclift 1987). As described above, the policy strategy and theory
that is ecotourism evolved from the more general ideas about sustainable development.
Similarly, these ideas can be split into two camps, market and grassroots, with the
dichotomy owing much to the historical sociological work of thinkers such as Weber,
Marx, Durkheim, and Tonnies and their writings on the societal shifts occurring with the
rise of industrialization and the modern nation-state (Agarwal and Gibson 1999). While
Durkheim and Tonnies saw this modernization as a corruption of the traditional social

bonds that gave life meaning, Weber and Marx applauded the newfound liberation from
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the mediocre and intellectually stunted life of the village. The foundations of these
divergent views on the nature and potential of society can be traced back even further to
the classic Hobbes v. Rousseau debate surrounding the essentia nature of man. Agreeing
with Hobbes that humans are essentially selfish leads to little faith in the cooperative
virtues of community life. The best outcome following from this assumption would be for
each person to pursue his or her own interest, within certain parameters that alow for
some measure of trust (cite??). Agreement with Rousseau that humans are essentially
good, then, leadsto belief in the cooperative value and potential of community life.
Removing man from this context produces an unfulfilling existence and destroys liberty

(cite??).

This dichotomy lives on and has become particularly vibrant in shaping the debate
surrounding conservation of natural resources. Market and grassroots approaches to
sustainable development, though distinct, seek to address these components in the
developing world by focusing on the central link between poverty and environmental
degradation. Key differences between the two approaches lie with their views of the
importance of efficiency versus equity, competition versus cooperation, and the nature of

participation.

Sustainable Devel opment

By the mid-1970s, consensus was building among many scholars,
environmentalists, and politicians that human activity and the environment were linked
inextricably and that the course of modern economic development (e.g, Jones 1935) was

jeopardizing the future of the planet (Daly 1977; Daly & Cobb 1994; Korten 1995;
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Meadows et a. 1972; Norgaard 1988; Schumacher 1973; cf. Simon 1976, 1980). The
search for anew development paradigm reflected this realization as well as the growing
public concern over the environment stemming from a general Post-Fordist value shift in
the industrialized countries of the North (Smith 1993:77; Thiele 1998). This concern was

articulated and given popular expression in the works of authors such as Rachel Carson

(1994)l and Paul Ehrlich (1968). Adding extra momentum to the search for a new
paradigm were the initial warnings of tropical ecologists and biologists that the rapid
conversion of tropical rainforests for agriculture, logging, and cattle production would
have global biological and environmental consequences (Myers 1984; Savage et al. 1982;
see Place 1998:222).

The concept of sustainable development began to take shape in the 1970s as
scientists projected the increasing scarcity of the Earth’s natural resources if consumption
patterns and population growth continued unchecked. The emphasis during this period
was on the sustainability aspect of economic development and the resulting argument that
the health of the global environment, and by extension, the very future of humankind,
depended on limiting rampant economic growth and human population increases. The
seminal work was the report issued by the scientists that formed the Club of Rome, a
non-governmental, informal think tank whose members shared concern for the future of
the planet. Invoking the Malthusian concept of the apparent incompatibility between
linear, finite natural resource production and the geometric or exponential growth of
human population, the report argued that the planet was set to run out of key resources

such asfossil fuels and metals within a matter of decades. The main challenge the report

1carson’s book was first published in 1962.
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signaled was the need to move to a steady-state society in which inputs equalled outputs,
a change that would require fundamental val ue shifts among individuals, communities,
and nations and significant policy coordination at the global level (Meadows et a. 1972).
Then UN Secretary-General U Thant echoed the pressing sentiment of the report,
concluding in 1969 that, “ The Members of the United Nations have perhaps ten years | eft
in which to subordinate their ancient quarrels and launch a global partnership to curb the
arms race, to defuse the population explosion, and to supply the required momentum to
development efforts (in Meadows et al. 1972:21).” At one extreme, the emphasis on
growing human population as root cause of global problems led some environmentalists
to propose radical solutions such as cutting off foreign aid to countries with high
population growth. The implausible assumptions behind this argument held that
continuance of foreign aid would serve only to perpetuate overbreeding by selecting for
the “selfish genes’ that led individuals in devel oping countries to have more offspring
than the planet could support (see Hardin 1977).

These types of politically divisive views gave way quickly to the more embracing
notion of Earth as spaceship with its inhabitants bound by common fate and thus common
goasin the decade to come. International development discourse in the 1980s began to
focus attention on the wealth disparities evident between North and South and the
attempts of the Cold War powersto extend their spheres of influence to the developing
world. Thus, in addition to sustainability and environmental protection, major policy
documents took a cue from U Thant and broadened the focus to encompass the need for
development in the poorer regions of the world. Contrary to the strict limits to growth
urged by environmentalists during the previous decade, development experts now argued
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the need for equitable and environmentally sound economic growth. Accordingly, the
major global planning document of the early 1980s reflected this concern and emphasi zed
the notion of shared future with itstitle, North-South: A Program for Survival. The
report, commissioned by the United Nations, was prepared by the Independent
Commission on International Devel opment Issues under the chairmanship of former West
German Chancellor Willy Brandt. According to the Commission, the report was “ based
on what appears to be the simplest common interest: that mankind wants to survive, and
one might even add has the moral obligation to survive. This not only raises the
traditional questions of peace and war, but aso of how to overcome world hunger, mass
misery and alarming disparities between the living conditions of rich and poor (ICIDI
1980:13).”

The Brandt Commission’ s report was an important extension of, and in many
ways, counterpoint to, the Club of Rome document. Limits to Growth emphasized steady-
state economics as the key to limiting economic development and bringing the global
economy in line with the first and second laws of thermodynamics. The solution wasto
match human activity to the carrying capacity of the natural environment, thereby
approximating a healthy natural ecosystem (see Booth 1998; Daly 1977; Perrings 1995;
Savage et al. 1982:1-24). The Brandt Commission report, while recognizing the existence
of limits, argued importantly that fundamental inequitiesin the distribution of global
economic power led to poverty and environmental degradation in the developing world.
While the Club of Rome would limit development in the name of environmental
protection, the Brandt Commission maintained the importance of aggressively pursuing
development in the South. Where hundreds of millions are concerned only with day to
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day survival, the thinking went, environmental quality would continue to decline. More
development, not less, the report argued, was needed to bring improved employment
opportunities, health care, and education to the world' s poor (Brandt Commission
1980:7-47).

In 1987, the publication of Our Common Future by the UN-sponsored World
Commission on Environment and Development (hereafter, the Brundtland Commission)
brought the term “ sustainable development” fully into the realm of public dialogue. The
Commission’s report emphasized more strongly than ever the need for more, not less,
development. This devel opment would need to be sustainable in nature, allowing present
generations to meet their needs without compromising the needs of future generations.

Y et while the Limits to Growth focused on environmental protection and North-South
emphasized the need for growth, the Brundtland Commission document paid
considerable attention to the importance of social equity by maintaining that development
must be equitable across and within nations. Economy and environment may indeed be
mutually reinforcing, but neither relationship would hold if the poor of the world
continued to be denied the benefits of economic growth. “There has been a growing
realization in national governments and multilateral institutions that it isimpossible to
separate economic development issues from environment issues, many forms of
development erode the environmenta resources upon which they must be based, and
envrionmenta degradation can undermine economic development. Poverty isamaor
cause and effect of global environmental problems. It istherefore futile to attempt to deal
with environmental problems without a broader perspective that encompasses the factors
underlying world poverty and international inequality (Brundtland Commission 1987:3).”
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Our Common Future made important additions to the concept of sustinable
development by stating clearly the fundamental relevance of politicsin achieving said
development. Nevertheless, the document made only passing mention of the key
component in pursuing socia equity — participation (Redclift 1992). It was thisrelative
inattention to the concept of participation, as well as contemporary public outcry over
tropical deforestation and the North’s insistence that the South protect these forests (e.g.,
Cartwright 1987), that informed the preparation of Our Own Agenda (1990), a planning
document produced by the UN-sponsored Latin American and Caribbean Commission on
Development and Environment in anticipation of the upcoming Earth Summit to be held
in Rio de Janiero in 1992. The report conceived of participation on two levels, macro and
micro. At the macro level, the Commission argued that the developed world needed to
transfer substantial amounts of foreign aid to let developing countries begin to find their
own solutions to the structural causes of environmental degradation in their countries.
Participation was key in the sense that accepting policies designed by the Northern
countries did not address these problems adequately and tended to shift the burden of
sacrifice from North to South. Preoccupation over the protection of the Amazon rain
forest, for instance, tended to ignore the role of the North as the major producer of the
world’s greenhouse gases. The Commission objected strongly, declaring that “We cannot
accept efforts to internationalize the solution in which we are designated as guardians of
the global ecological equilibrium under rules dictated from abroad (LACCDE 1990:15-
16).” At the micro level, participation would rely upon restructuring of income
distribution, the transformation of the state to respond to an informed citizenry, and the
capacity of local communitiesto plan and manage their own natural resources (ibid.,
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especialy p. 48). The important point shaping discourse over tropical forests and the
eventual emergence of ecotourism was that protecting Latin America' s forests would
depend on whether or not those forests could be made to produce economic value for the
region’s governments and local communities.

The United Nations Conference on Environment and Devel opment (aka, the Earth
or Rio Summit) brought with it the hopes of the 30,000 world leaders and civil society
members that descended upon Rio de Janeiro in 1992 to make concrete progress toward
addressing the Earth’s most pressing problems. In the end, as Our Own Agenda
foreshadowed, the conference was riddled with North/South conflict. Agreements came
to reflect global power structuresin that problems most important to the North, such as
global warming, received more attention than the quality of lifeissues crucia to
environment and development for the countries of the South. Nevertheless, the Agenda
21 document meant to guide national-level development policiesin nations across the
globe, while favorable in many instances to business interests, did include participatory
elements important to many Southern countries (Grubb et al. 1993:3-57).

What began to emerge clearly in the years leading up to and since the Rio Summit
was adivision in the conceptual characterization of sustainable development. Admittedly
vague, the original concept as outlined by the Brundtland Commission was able to
capture broad appeal among various groups of people around the world, from elite
business interests and conservative politicians to radical academics, peasant farmers, and

indigenous peoples. Indeed, the concept was so successful that sustainable devel opment

Gregory Basco, University of Missouri-St. Louis
Market, Community, and Nature: The Politics of Ecotourismin Costa Rica, Chapters2 & 3
10



constitutes the dominant paradigm2 presently guiding policy and study concerning
economic development and environment in the developing world (Desai 1998:5). Not
surprisingly, however, sustainable development has since come to mean very different
things to different people (see Redclift 1987).

From within this paradigm, therefore, two theoretical, normative, and policy
approaches to sustainable devel opment have emerged — market and grassroots (Silva
1994, 1997, 1999; also see Hecht 1985; Redclift 1992; Thrupp 1990). Broadly speaking,
the theories and policies can be distinguished by the differential importance accorded
competition and cooperation (see Goldsworthy 1988) and, correspondingly, efficiency
and equity (Desai 1998:6). These distinctions manifest themselves in a preference for
modifying, but still pursuing, the dominant capitalist model of economic growth through
appropriate technologies and pricing mechanisms in the case of the market, and
preference for small-scale, locally owned productive enterprises that mimic natural
ecosystem processes in the case of the grassroots. Researcher Lori Ann Thrupp, who
falls squarely in the grassroots camp, characterizes the two strains of thought as follows:
“On one side of the spectrum are the preval ent mainstream environmentalist constituency
and corporations which call themselves ‘green’ and which tend to have technocratic
visions, uphold Malthusian beliefs, overlook social injustices in resource issues,
perpetuate the status quo, and advocate ‘free-market solutions.” On the opposing side are
politicized socia-environmental constituents, including grassroots groups in developing

countries, who generally embrace social justice, defend the rights of poor victims of

2By paradigm, | refer to Chilcote®interpretation of Kuhn®intended meaning. “ The paradigm guides a
scientific community®selection of problems, evaluation of data, and advocacy of theory.” See Chilcote
1994, p. 58.
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ecological disruptions, and challenge status quo interests and structuresin effortsto
overcome human/resource degradation (1990b:1).”

A key point as sustainable development is applied to local levelsisthe nature of
participation. For the market, participation comes in the form of pluralism as multiple
stakeholders, including state actors, business interests, NGOs, and local people plan for
local development (World Bank 1996). For the grassroots, participation involves local
control of planning and project ownership lest agendas and subsequent planning come to
reflect dominant power structures that devalue local knowledge and ability (see Hughes
1996; Stronza 1999; Thrupp 1990b). Proponents of each strain of sustainable
development claim that only their approach will result in equitable economic growth and

environmenta protection in the developing world.

Market Devel opment

In the tradition of modernization theory (see Cammack 1997), market sustainable
development in general has come to visualize sustai nable development as a universal
process by which developing nations would mirror the devel opment path of the North,
eventually raising standards of living enough so that citizens could come to care about the
environment (Clark 1995; World Bank 1992; see also Silva 1994, 1998). According to
this view, economic growth is the primary causal motor that will bring about social
equity and environmental protection. This market approach holds that empowerment of
traditionally disarticulated sectors of society (the rural and urban poor, minorities,
indigenous peoples, women) can be achieved without structural change to the larger
politco-economic system. Not only economic growth but political power also is assumed
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to trickle down to the poor and disarticulated from market-led development and the
concomitant rise in absolute living standards and education (Burki et al. 1999; Dollar and

Kraay 2000).

As such, market sustainable development emphasizes competition, efficiency, and
economic growth to relieve the grinding poverty linked to environmental degradation in
the developing world. The market approach is advocated principally by economists,
policymakers, business interests, US development agencies, and most environmentalists.
It emphasi zes efficiency in the sustainable use of natural resources through policy
preferences such as privatization, economies of scale, market valuation of environmental
and biodiversity services, and absolute protection of national parks (e.g., Kramer et a.
1997; Pearce & Moran 1994; Repetto 1988; Southgate 1998). Ultimately, this approach
envisions amodernized society in which population growth is slowed and the rura poor
are absorbed into the urban economy, thus spatially eliminating the perpetual conflict
between rural farmers and intact forests. And perhaps most notably, this approach to
sustainable devel opment promises the maintenance of the status quo by resolving
“environmental crises and poverty without any sacrifices in the standard of living among
affluent people (Clark 1995:228).”

Though there exists variation within this approach to sustainable devel opment,
with some authors emphasizing the limits (Daly 1991a, 1991b), physical content (Arrow
et a. 1995), and distribution of growth (Daily et al. 1995), al proponents agree that the
marketplace is the proper venue in which to address environmental problems (Adams
2001:102-138; Perrings 1995:63). Advocates of this theory champion private property

and limited government in order to promote economic growth (see World Bank 1991,
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1992). Specifically, market theorists assume a positive relationship among private
investment, macroeconomic growth, private property, and sustainable resource use.
Private investment and neoliberal structural reforms in macroeconomic policy, according
to this approach, will produce aggregate economic growth and arisein income levels that
“will alow people to become concerned about the environment (Silva 1994:699).”
Market theorists employ the Kador-Hicks criterion to justify the production of aggregate
economic benefits above and beyond those possible under Pareto equilibrium (Furze et
al. 1996:146). Some actors may gain at the expense of others aslong as there exists the
potential for the losers to be compensated (Farrow 1998; Tribe 1992). According to this
theoretical perspective, aggregate economic growth will produce multiplier effects that
will extend to poor, disenfranchised sectors of society, raising their standard of living
(Crocker 1990:152). Strong enforcement of private property rights will help avert the
“tragedy of the commons” (see Hardin 1968) by negating the exploitative incentives that

result from open-access regimes (Ostrom 1990:1-23; Repetto 1987).

Grassroots Devel opment

The second approach, grassroots sustainable devel opment, views development as
apolitical process and emphasi zes political empowerment as the key to equitable
economic development (Friedmann 1992; Ghai 1994; Ghai and Vivian 1992; Redclift
1987). According to this view, the disempowerment of some sectors of society isadirect
result of the disproportionate political and economic power held by others (Mittleman &
Pasha 1995). Empowerment, then, can be achieved only if accompanied by structural

changes in the distribution of wealth and participatory opportunities (Craig & Mayo
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1995; Rahman 1995). Here, grassroots sustainable development proponents take a cue
from the dependency theoristsin maintaining that the spread of liberal democracy and
capitalism would have uneven effects on the different social classes within developing
countries, boosting the economic and political power of elites while maintaining or
eroding the position of disenfranchised sectors (see Robinson 2000 for supporting
evidence; see also Adams 2001:139-173; Cardoso and Faletto 1978; Craig and Mayo
1995; Evans 1979). Thus grassroots advocates view sustainable development as a
political process and emphasize political empowerment as key for equitable economic
development and environmental protection (Rahman 1995).

In contrast to market sustainable development’ s emphasis on efficiency and
liberal representative democracy, grassroots sustai nable devel opment stresses equity and
local, direct democracy as the means to sustainable resource use (Gha & Vivian 1992,
Schumacher 1973; Prugh et al. 2000). The grassroots approach is advocated primarily by
non-economist social scientists and humanists, devel opment workers, rural farmer and
indigenous organizations, European and UN devel opment agencies, and some
environmental groups and ecologists (see Clark 1995; Escobar 1998). The favored policy
tools of grassroots proponents are small-scale, often community-owned or run natural
forest management and reforestation projects combined with sustai nable agriculture and,
increasingly, ecotourism (Rivera 2000; also see Anderson 1990). By this view, the nature
of local ownership arrangements leads to environmentally-friendly land use because
social capital defines limits on cheating not found where only the market governs land-
use behavior (Feeny et al. 1990; Low 1996; Ostrom 1990). Further, small-scale
decisionmaking arrangements reportedly lead to greater flexibility in addressing resource
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use issues (Ascher 1995; Gillingham and Lee 1999), and small-scal e production better
mimics natural ecosystem processes (Baltodano 2002; Rivera 2000; Silva 1997).

Grassroots devel opment emphasizes cooperation and equity concerns and refers
to the ways in which poor, disenfranchised people organize themselves to pursue their
own economic, social, and cultural well-being (Kleymeyer 1991: 38). As described
above, proponents of this second theory stress poverty and political power imbalances as
the main causes of environmenta degradation in developing countries and thus question
the assumption underlying market theorists@reference for private property (Barraclough
and Solon 1995; Cabarle 1991; CENAP 1990; Dove 1993; Ghai & Vivian 1992;
Gregersen 1994; Hecht 1985; Plumwood & Routley 1982; Utting 1993). Grassroots
theorists argue that, contrary to the claims of market theorists, government incentives
directed to enhance private property and produce macroeconomic growth benefit only
large landowners and other economic elites, thereby excluding peasants, small farmers,
and the urban poor (Hansen-Kuhn 1993; Loker 1996). Similarly, economic benefits from
specific market-style development projects tend to bypass small farmers and the urban
poor, often leaking to urban domestic and foreign landowners (Ghai 1994; Ghimire 1994,
Shyamsundar & Kramer 1997; Thrupp 1990) or being captured by local community elites
(Sproule 1996).

Further, the private property solution to the “tragedy of the commons” has come
under attack from a diverse set of writers that notes the effectiveness of collective
ownership and small-scale management regimes in protecting natural resources (Bromely
& Cernea 1989:5-25; Feeny et al. 1990; Ostrom 1990:29-57; Richards 1997; Stanley
1993). This result appears to obtain because community members are united in their
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financial interest in conservation and act to block external investment or internal
"cheating" that would degrade the natural resource base (see Axelrod 1981; Axelrod &
Hamilton 1981; Healy & Zorn 1988; Low 1996; Ostrom 1990; Sloan Wilson 1997;
Trivers 1971). Where community controls are weak or non-existent, altruism is rare, and
increased income might provide perverse incentives for landowners and peasants to

maximize production by degrading the natura environment (see Wunder 2001).

M arket, Grassroots, and the Tropical Rainforest

The previous section established the existence of competing market and
grassroots theories of sustainable development. In this section, | argue that policymakers
and environmentalists have dominated international discourse on tropical deforestation.
These diagnoses have shaped the policy solutions they advocate. Again, two schools of
thought — market and grassroots — are evident. Notably, their distinct approaches
converges on poverty and its effects on the land use behavior of the rural poor living near
tropical forests. Thisfocus paved the way for ecotourism as a solution attractive to both

market and grassroots proponents.

The Shifted Cultivator

As deforestation rates show few signs of slowing (Gardner 2002:8-9; Myers
1993), the vicious circle of poverty and environmental degradation is nowhere more
apparent than in the rural tropics. The direct cause of more than 60% of tropical

deforestation is the “ shifted cultivator,” the poor farmer who is forced by demographic,

Gregory Basco, University of Missouri-St. Louis
Market, Community, and Nature: The Politics of Ecotourismin Costa Rica, Chapters2 & 3
17



sociopolitical, and economic circumstances to degrade the environment on which his or
her livelihood ultimately depends (Myers 1994b). In the interest of attacking
deforestation at its most obvious and apparently malleable source (see Shaw 1989),
policy solutions have focused on how to expand the limited decision matrix confronting
these poor farmers (e.g., McNeely and Scherr 2001).

Nonetheless, different epistemological world views have led scholars from
various disciplines to emphasize different factors contributing to the predicament of the
shifted cultivator (Escobar 1998). Many influentia ecologists and environmentalists
insist that the ultimate cause of tropical deforestation is population growth (e.g., Brown et
al. 1999:65-68; Fearnside 1990; Goodland 1992; Harrison 1992; Holl et a. 1999; Raven
1990, 1991, 1995). Others concur that popul ation growth isimportant but argue that it
cannot be separated from unequal land distribution and poverty (e.g., Bawa &
Dayanandan 1998; Myers 1980, 1992, 1993, 1994b, 1995). Economists agree with this
general diagnosis but call attention to myopic government macroeconomic policies that
distort market price signals, thus masking the true value of forests as sources of
biodiversity and ecological services (e.g., Concepcién Cruz et a. 1992; Dore & Noguiera

1994; Lutz & Daly 1992; Repetto 1988; Southgate 1998:3-23). Non-economist social

scientists tend to disagree with the population growth thesis enti rely3 and thus assign
causal weight to power imbalances and the resulting disparitiesin land and income
distributions (e.g., Barraclough & Ghimire 1995; Colchester 1995, 1997; Hecht 1985;
Hecht and Cockburn 1989; Kaimowitz 1997; Peluso 1992; Plumwood & Routley 1982;

Stonich 1989; Utting 1993). There is general consensus, however, that a cocktail of

3Indeed, recent empirical work suggests that population growth may spur on-farm conservation when land
becomes scarce relative to labor. See Arnold & Dewees 1998; Templeton & Scherr 1999.
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factorsis responsible for tropical forest |oss and degradation. In particular, few would
now dispute that the “vicious circles’ resulting from myopic economic development
strategies lead to unequal distributions of income and opportunity, forcing the growing
class of rural poor to overexploit the natural resources on which their livelihoods depend

(Ascher & Healy 1990:17-29; Durning 1989; Utting 1993:14-33).

Policy Prescriptions — Enriching and Empowering the Shifted Cultivator

The diagnoses offered by ecol ogists, economists, and many policymakers on one
hand, and non-economist social scientists, some environmentalists, and the local poor on
the other (see Mendes 1992; Redclift 1992:34-35), have generated clusters of policy
prescriptions identifiable as belonging to market and grassroots sustai nable devel opment,
respectively. The policy prescriptions of the market development proponents emerge
from a number of shared foundational assumptions, principal among them a concern with
Hardin’'s “tragedy of the commons’ (1968), the apparently irrational use of natural
resources resulting from the failure to account for environmental externalitiesin the
marketplace (Hecht 1985:664-667; Stonich 1989:270-271; WRI 1991), and the premise

that the self-interested individual actor isthe valid analytical vector for explaining social

outcomes (Low and Ridley 1993; cf. Wagner 1997).4 Ecologists urge policymakers to
control population growth, promote sustainabl e land use techniques, and expand the area
of tropical forest under state and private protection (e.g., Boza 1993; Herzog & Vaughan
1998; Kramer et al. 1997; Myers 1995:57; Raven 1991; Robinson 1992; Savage et a.

1982). Economists stress poverty at both macro- and micro-levels as causes of

4Hecht (1985:664-667) refersto this perspective as the “ economic rationality” school of thought.
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deforestation and therefore prescribe economic growth (e.g., World Bank 1991, 1992),
the elimination of perverse subsidies that promote deforestation (e.g., Dore & Noguiera
1994; Mahar 1989; Myers 1998:211-229), and the correction of market imperfections by
capturing the true economic value of intact forests (e.g., Abramowitz 1998:21-40; Chase
et al. 1998; Dixon and Sherman 1990; Pearce and Moran 1994; Southgate 1998).

The policy prescriptions of the grassroots camp, on the other hand, emphasize the
external political economic factors that lead to deforestation via maldistribution of land
and income, both of which serve to disempower the rural poor and further limit their
livelihood options (Hecht 1985:666-667; Stonich 1989:272). Anthropol ogists, political
scientists, and humanists take a broadly political tack and focus on the power imbal ances
between local communities on the one hand and state and international actors such as
development banks and multinational corporations on the other (e.g., Colchester 1995,
1997; Dove 1993; Karliner 1993; Schmink & Wood 1992). According to this view, the
effects of environmental degradation fall most heavily on the poor (Martinez-Alier 1991).
Because the fate of tropical forestsis seen to betied to livelihoods (Sponsel et al. 1996),
the poor are considered to have the best incentive to protect forests (Ghai and Vivian
1992). Promoting the autonomy of local communities to address their own basic
livelihood issues is thus the main policy prescription to emerge from this perspective
(e.g., Cabarle 1991; Barraclough and Solon 1995; Dove 1993; Gregersen 1994; Richards

1996; Utting 1993).

The Ecotourism Solution
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The concern over the fate of tropical forests led to a search for financially and
politically viable policy optionsto halt deforestation. In this section, | summarize the
characteristic features of ecotourism, apolicy strategy that promises to reconcile the
perennial conflict between economic development and conservation in tropical forest
areas by breaking the vicious circle that forces the shifted cultivator to convert forests for
agriculture. Due in no small part to the ambiguity of the concept (Nelson 1994),
ecotourism is attractive to both market and grassroots sustainable devel opment
proponents. A critical look at the literature, however, yields distinct market and
grassroots positions that generate testable hypotheses. The crucial question centers on

whether local participation means that local people receive jobs and other benefits from

profits created by outside ecotourism entrepreneurs5 or, dternatively, that the community
controls ecotourism and holds ultimate authority for the management and distribution of
profits. Empirical studiesto date have failed to determine which kind of ecotourism,
market or grassroots, generates economic benefits for local residents and resultsin forest

conservation.

The Evolution of Ecotourism

The urgent nature of the loss of biodiversity and ecological services from tropical
deforestation (Janzen 1994; Myers 1984, 1990, 1994a; Raven 1990, 1995; Wilson 1992),

the persistent poverty that compels farmers to clear forests for agriculture® have prompted

SIn Costa Rica, these entrepreneurs are often expatriate North Americans and Europeans or wealthier
nationa s from the capital city of San José.
® See the following: Harrison 1991; Myers 1994b, 1995; Repetto 1987), and the failure of national parksto
engender support from these farmers (Anger 1989; Child et al. 1986:99-117; Ghimire 1994; Hughes 1996;
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environmentalists and policymakers in recent years to develop specific strategies to
address the plight of the poor tropical farmer. Given the global growth in tourism (Lea
1988:2-15; McLaren 1998:9-25; TES 1998) and the potential for economic multiplier
effects (Inman 1998; USAID 1999), ecotourism has emerged as perhaps the most widely
promoted policy strategy to link economic development, local people, and conservation
in the tropics (Brandon & Margoulis 1996; Furze et al. 1996:146; Garcia 1992; Horwich
et a. 1993; MIRENEM 1995; Stonich 1998). Stated broadly, ecotourism holds that
tourists visiting natural areas will generate income and conservation incentives for local
people who would otherwise be forced to degrade the natural environment to survive
(Brandon & Margoulis 1996; Fennel & Eagles 1990; WWF 1995). In effect, the local
farmer who once made his living by destroying the forest would become its most avid

protector (Jukofsky 1998; Rovinski 1992; Y outh 1998:36).

As with sustainable devel opment more generally, ecotourism has evolved during
the past few decades in response to traditional, unsustainable forms of tourism
development linked to the dominant model of capitalist growth (Geshekter 1978; Lea
1988). Mass tourism has come to be viewed by many scholars and industry analysts as a
particularly rapacious form of development by which areas of the developing world are
transformed by foreign capital to attract foreign tourists, a process which often brings
environmenta degradation and loss of local culture. Further, what jobs mass tourism does
create for local people tend to be menial and low paying. Manageria jobs go to
foreigners or residents of urban areas, and as much as 80% of tourist revenue leaks back

to the tourists' country of origin (Fennel 1999:7-10; Mastny 2002).

IUCN 1980; Kenworthy 1995; Janzen 1986; Janzen et al. 1985; Richards 1996; Thrupp 1990; Vandergeest
1996
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As aresult, tourists, tour companies, policymakers, and academics alike began to
seek out new experiences that were more beneficial to the environment and host
countries. Alternative tourism, asit has come to be known, encompasses a wide range of
activites and types of tourism, linked by the idea that they are not mass tourism.

According to Dernoi (1981), alternative tourism will have a number of features:

Benefits to local individuals and families via homestay and meals. Locals
also gain tourism experience.

Benefitsto local community in the form of improved infrastructure.
Avoiding leakage of tourism revenue as more stays in the host country
and, more importantly, in loca communities where tourism occurs,
mitigating socia tensions and helping to maintain local culture
Opportunities for budget-minded travellers to experience other parts of the
world.

Increase in international understanding as tourist and host cultures interact.

Ecotourism developed out of the aternative tourism conceptual model (Fennel
1999:26-27). As sustainable development has become more and more prevalent in
development discourse, many developing countries have come to see ecotourism as a
potentially important part of their economies (Fennel 1999; Honey 1999; Weaver 1998).
While precise data are difficult to gather, it is generally accepted that ecotourism
represents the fastest growing sector of the rapidly growing tourism industry (see Mantsy
2002; TIES 2000). Given its popularity, the term ecotourism has come to be defined in a
number of ways. Some would have ecotourism belong to the more general family of

nature or nature-based tourism, by which any tourism relying on experiencing the natural
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world may be classified as ecotourism. Brandon (1996) reports that this usage has
become prominent among government and tourism operators who seek greater revenues.
The“eco” labdl is an effective marketing tool to achieve this aim. Indeed, one of the
origina definitions of ecotourism, that of Hector-Ceballos Lascurain, emphasizes the
experience of the tourist at the expense of attention to local community impacts,
describing it as “tourism that consistsin traveling to relatively undisturbed or
uncontaminated natural areas with the specific objective of studying, admiring, and
enjoying the scenery and its wild plants and animals, as well as any existing cultural
manifestations found in these areas. In these terms, nature-oriented tourism implies a
scientific, aesthetic or philosophical approach to travel, athough the ecological tourist
need not be a professional scientisit, artist or philosopher. The main point is that the
person who practices ecotourism has the opportunity of immersing himself/herself in
nature in a manner generaly not available in the urban environment (Ceballos-Lascuréin,

cited in Boo 1990:2).”

Operationalizing Ecotourism

Following Ceballos-Lascurain’s definition above, many ecotourism studies focus
primarily on the tourist as agent of change (e.g. Hvenegaard & Dearden 1998; Wight
1994), often by attempting to determine the value of intact ecosystems through standard
market analysis of actua tourist expenditures or through econometric techniques such as
willingness-to-pay and contingent valuation (Chase et al. 1998; Echeverria et al. 1995;

Menkhaus & Lober 1996). Others stress the negative ecological effects of human
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visitation on natural ecosystems (e.g., Smethurst & Nietschmann 1999; Wallace 1993),
emphasizing the visitor carrying capacity of protected areas (see Buckley 1999). These
foci lead some authors to define ecotourism simply as tourism that sustains the
environment via careful management of tourists, construction, and waste treatment (see
McCool 1995; Nelson 1994). According to this view, successful ecotourismislargely a

matter of technical expertise and competent planning.

In the devel oping world, however, poor people live near and make use of
protected areas (Byron & Arnold 1999), a situation which generates political conflicts
over resource use (Hughes 1996). Indeed even Costa Rica, despiteits reputation as a
successful ecotourism model, has alienated many local residents near national parks due
to the perception that the parks cater exclusively to foreigners, leaving local concerns
unheard (Anger 1989; Hopkins 1995:158; Kenworthy 1995; Lober 1992; Thrupp 1990).
Thus ecotourism in the tropics must contribute not only to nature conservation but also to
the well-being of local people; specificaly, the two must be mutually reinforcing (WWF

1995). Ecotourism expert Amos Bien states the case concisely:

“Hotels and tours in rural or natural areas depend on the good will of their local
community for their survival. Businesses that do no hire or benefit local
inhabitants often lose the support of their neighbors. And towns, villages, and
indigenous communities whose socia fabric is damaged by tourism often lose
their attractiveness for tourists. Businesses based on natura resources cannot
surviveif the resource is destroyed — thisiswhy the clients are visiting in the first
place (Bien 2003: 4).”

Because ecotourism evolved out of the alternative tourism normative model, its
strong roots in linking local benefits and community development with nature
conservation are clear (Fennel 1999:30-31; Nelson 1994). Thislinkage is key because
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ecotourism is much more than simply a new kind of tourism activity or marketing hook.
In the past two decades ecotourism has in fact become a strategic policy initiative that is
expected to help solve a number of problems related to conserving natural forests,
principally in the tropics, by helping to pay for conservation and enlisting the local poor
as protectors of the environment (Tropical Nature 2002; Wearing and Neil 1999:42).
Ecotourism today is the cornerstone of many tropical countries’ conservation and
development strategies (Honey 1999b:8). According to Brandon (1996:7), ecotourism’s
potentia benefits to conservation are: “1) providing a source of financing for parks and
conservation; 2) providing economic justification for park protection; 3) providing local
people with economic alternatives to encroachment into conservation areas; 4)
constituency-building to promote conservation; and 5) creating an impetus for private

conservation efforts.”

Definitions of ecotourism abound in the recent literature. As becomes clear,
however, current definitions mirror sustainable development in that ecotourism contains
elements of sustainable economic growth and benefits, social equity, and environmental
protection. Two themes are key for the purpose of the study presented here. First, asideal
type and policy strategy, ecotourism should create economic benefits (such as schools,
hedlth clinics, waste treatment plants, and technical assistance) that lead local people, as
individuals and communities, to value and protect the surrounding natural environment.
Second, ecotourism is expected to create a political constituency that supports
environmental protection and conservation and opposes unsustainabl e use of natural
resources. Below, | review some of the more prominent definitions of ecotourism that

have appeared in the recent literature.
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Fennel and Eagles (1990) break ecotourism into three components:. 1) the
attraction of touriststo unique, accessible natural areas; 2) the use of tourism asatool in
nature conservation through the generation of education, profits, changing attitudes,
community development, and political priorities; and 3) the provision of employment and
entrepreneurial opportunities for local people. Goodwin (1996:288) defines ecotourism as
“low impact nature tourism which contributes to the maintenance of species and habitats
either directly through a contribution to conservation and/or indirectly by providing
revenue to the local community sufficient for local people to value, and therefore protect,
their wildlife heritage area as a source of income.” Wallace and Pearce (1996:848-851)
state that ecotourism “is envisioned as atool for both conservation and sustainable
development — especially in areas where local people are asked to forgo the consumptive
use of resources’ and note six features characteristic of the policy strategy: 1) minimal
negative impacts on the environment and local people; 2) interaction between tourists and
local people to heighten awareness of conservation and cultural issues; 3) contribution to
the management of protected areas; 4) maximization of early and sustained local
community involvement in development planning; 5) direct economic benefits to local
people in forms that complement traditional activities; and 6) facilitation of
environmenta learning by local people and tourism employees. To thislist, Wearing and
Neil (1999:8) add that ecotourism promotes equity in the distribution of benefits and
costs, generates local employment, diversifies the local economy, and stimulates

improvements to local infrastructure.

Ecotourism expert Amos Bien, in reference to the debate over ecotourism

definitions, writes that “ Ecotourism is a sector of tourism, based on nature travel, but
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including the principles of sustainability...Whatever definition is used, ecotourism should
have a positive impact on both conservation and the local community (Bien 2003: 5).”
Noted ecotourism researcher and current International Ecotourism Society executive
director Martha Honey has defined ecotourism as “Travel to fragile, pristine, and usually
protected areas that strives to be low impact and (usually) small scale. It helps educate
the traveler; provides funds for conservation; directly benefits the economic devel opment
and political empowerment of local communities; and fosters respect for different
cultures and for human rights (1999b:24).” The most widely accepted and concise
definition of ecotourism echoes Honey and is offered by The International Ecotourism
Society (1998), which holds ecotourism to be “responsible travel that conserves the
natural environment and sustains the well-being of local people.” Worded simply and
broadly, this definition is able to encompass a range of different conceptualizations.
Despite general acceptance of this definition of ecotourism, however, operationalizing the
components has proved contentious and reflects the values and interests of different
stakeholders. Pluemarom (1997:27) notes that the relative emphasis on three sustainable
development components — growth, environment, and social equity — helpsto explain
variation in ecotourism definitions. Business interests, who want to expand markets,
would equate ecotourism with all nature travel regardless of impact on the environment
or local communities. Environmentalists tend to weight conservation more heavily than
local community effects. Finally, those interested in community development place local

peoplefirst, followed by conservation.

Mar ket and Grassr oots Ecotourism
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As| have aluded to above, the desire of some state actors and tourism interests to
expand the definition of ecotourism to include al nature-based tourism isinvalid given
the concept’ s historical roots and the nature and purpose of ecotourism today. Tourism
that focuses on growth with little thought to environmental protection or local benefits
simply is not ecotourism; it is“greenwash.” This leaves two approaches to ecotourism.
Asistrue of sustainable development generally (Desai 1998:6), and indeed of any
development strategy (Goldsworthy 1988:509), these different approaches to ecotourism
can be classified according to the value placed on competition or cooperation and,
correspondingly, efficiency or equity. These dichotomies emerge most strongly in regard
to the meaning of local participation, reflecting clearly the more general market and

grassroots approaches to sustainable devel opment.

Market ecotourism proponents assume that ecotourism ventures will be owned
privately, often by individuals or companies from outside the local area. The participation
of local people in this scenario means that they may (or may not) be consulted to some
degree in planning and decisionmaking and might receive economic benefits at the
individual level (through employment) and at the community level (through project funds
and improved infrastructure, schools, health care, etc.). They may also receive
environmenta eduction in the hopes that ecological values will spread in the community.
Yu et al. (1997:130) describe this approach to ecotourism in an article about ecolodges in
the Peruvian Amazon: “Under this concept, revenues from tourists, in the form of park
fees, domestic airfares, lodging and meals, the sale of local services and goods such as
guiding and handicrafts, and tax revenues levied on the above, are distributed among the

population that is most likely to exploit the natural area.” The key here is the emphasis
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on adirect link between economic benefits and conservation. Stated simply, more income
from ecotourism will tranglate to environmental attitudes and behavior. The following
guote from a United States Agency for International Development paper explains the
rationale: “USAID biodiversity conservation programs have demonstrated that potential
local resistance to setting aside forest...for conservation can often be softened by

employment and income-producing opportunities ecotourism can generate (1999:4).”

A second approach to ecotourism, sometimes termed community-based
ecotourism, is referred to as grassroots ecotourism in this paper in reference to its
grassroots sustainable development lineage. While also recognizing the importance of the
economic link to conservation, this approach stresses local group ownership of
ecotourism lodges and projects as a key intervening variable. “In its basic concept,
community-based ecotourism refers to ecotourism enterprises that are owned and
managed by the community. Furthermore, community-based ecotourism implies that a
community istaking care of their natural resources in order to gain income through
operating atourism enterprise and using that income to better their lives. It involves
conservation, business enterprise and community development (Sproule 1996:3).”
According to proponents, local group ownership is crucial to ensuring that benefits are
evenly distributed and flow to the community rather than only into individual pockets
(Kersten 1997). Local ownership will also help to minimize conflict over the
development of ecotourism, thus promoting its political sustainability (COOPRENA

2002).

Though the conceptualization of participation is thus distinct in the two

approaches, proponents of each assert its importance (Campbell 1999:535) based on one
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fundamental assumption. Because the opportunity cost of foregoing resource exploitation
in the name of conservation falls most heavily on local people while the benefits accrue
to larger society, local people must be compensated if they areto refrain from opposing
ecotourism and degrading the intact ecosystems on which it depends (Bien 1999;
Goodwin 1996; MIRENEM 1995; USAID 1999; WRI/ITUCN/UNEP 1992:89).
Engendering local support for conservation is therefore theorized to be dependent on
economic benefits at two levels, the individual and the community. First, the individual
poor farmers who live closest to protected areas should receive income from jobs related
to ecotourism. Thisincome, in turn, should change their land use and environmental
attitudes by making them financially dependent on conserving forests. Second, the
community should receive benefits such as schools, health clinics, and/or environmental
education that will engender community support for conservation. Further, ecotourismis
purported to contribute to community development and political participation (Brohman
1996:64-66). Involving local people in ecotourism, therefore, should diminish potential
conflicts over resource use by demonstrating the value of conservation to the
community’ s well-being (Brandon 1996; Brandon & Margoulis 1996:5-6; Fennel &

Eagles 1990; Furze et a. 1996:146-176; Lindberg et d. 1996; Wallace & Pierce 1996).

Market Ecotourism

Market ecotourism involvesloca people as stakeholders with rights less than or
equal to those of the outside entrepreneurs who run lodges, trekking companies,
restaurants, and other businesses dependent on ecotourism (Yu et a. 1997). Due perhaps
to the current political correctness of invoking the virtues of local participation (Fine
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1999; World Bank 1996), market proponents tend to understate their advocacy of outside

control over ecotourism.7 Nonetheless, a careful reading of the literature shows that this
preference indeed lies at the core of their argument. The ambiguity of market proponents
in stating this position is, in fact, unfortunate because areview of the literature reveals
plausible propositions that are systematically related and generate testable hypotheses;
market ecotourism exhibits the hallmarks of atheory.

Market ecotourism involves control by private entrepreneurs who invest in
ecotourism ventures. This investment reportedly produces jobs for residents of local
communities near protected areas and creates economic multiplier effects through the use
of local services and materials. In addition to these economic benefits, direct
compensation may be made to local resident associations in the form of outright cash
payments and/or the construction of schools, health clinics, and environmenta education
facilities. The motivations for these types of compensation stem from amix of
philanthropy and pragmatism. In the first instance, ecotourism entrepreneurs may believe
in the normative goal of improving the lives and livelihood opportunities of local people.
Similarly, however, ecotourism entrepreneurs likely will hope that these types of benefits
will promote community support for conservation in the face of strong economic
incentives to exploit forests for logging and agriculture in surrounding areas (see Baez
1996; Bien 1999; Durbin & Ratrimoarisaona 1996; Goodwin 1996; Inman 1998;
Rovinski 1992; USAID 1999; VENATUR 1995:17-18; Wallace & Pierce 1996; Yu et a.

1997).

Twhile grassroots advocates, for instance, state their positions clearly and identify themselves as favoring
thelocal community, no writers favoring the market identify themselves explicitly as “ market advocates.”
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Thus market ecotourism is hypothesized to provide economic benefits to loca
residents at both individual and community levels, promoting sustainable land use and
engendering community support for forest protection. Further, these economic benefits
are purported to minimize conflict by creating an environmenta ethic through education,
by demonstrating the value of intact foreststo local livelihood, and even by strengthening
the community’ s political ability to defend the loca environment against outside
exploitation (MIRENEM 1995; USAID 1999; Yu et al. 1997:136 ).

In support of these proposed causal relationships, market proponents argue that
local people have neither the marketing capacity to cater to the international tourist nor
the environmental expertise to manage ecotourism (Southgate 1998:119; Weaver
1998:15; Yu et a. 1997). Similarly, local farmers and organizers often have little
understanding of the meanings and goals of ecotourism as held by tourists (author
interviews with board members of the Finca Esperanza V erde grassroots ecotourism
project in Yucul, Nicaragua, January 1999). Further, local people may have little interest
in conservation, preferring instead to continue pursuing non-sustainabl e agricultural
activities, particularly if tourism slumps (Brandon & Margoulis 1996; Richards 1996; Y u
et al. 1997; see also Chapter 4 of this dissertation). Finally, some evidence suggests that
local elites can succeed in shaping local control mechanisms so that they benefit
disproportionately from ecotourism (Campbell 1999:547; Sproule 1996; Yu et al. 1997,
Chapter 4 of this dissertation). As aresult, according to market proponents, community
control of ecotourism can create more problems than it solves.

These arguments stem ultimately from an economic view of people, the belief that
societal outcomes result from the individual preferences of selfish individuals. Thus
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market proponents take a critical view of local capacity for management and cooperation.
Given this view, only the market approach would be able to attract the tourists needed to
make conservation financially viable to small farmers. Outside entrepreneurs, according
to the market perspective, provide economic and social benefits to the community that

otherwise would not have materiaized.

Grassroots Ecotourism

Grassroots ecotourism proponents take a different view of human nature,
emphasizing the socia ethic as adriving force in society and stressing the importance of
collective behavior for change. As such, grassroots ecotourism mandates full community
control over the management of ecotourism and the distribution of profits (Sproule 1996;
Kersten 1997). Thistype of tourism occurs where local residents have organized
themselves into formal associations that are fully and solely responsible for the
management of ecotourism. Local control is necessary, grassroots theorists contend,
because economic benefits from market ecotourism will be skewed toward larger
landowners and outside entrepreneurs with greater economic, social, and political
resources (Alexander 1999; Brandon & Wells 1992). As aresult, market ecotourism
assumedly would not produce community support for the protected area, and even those
poor farmers who do reap some economic benefits from ecotourism may be tempted to
expand cultivation at the expense of forests (Brandon & Margoulis 1996; Wallace &
Pierce 1996).

For grassroots theorists, then, the more equitabl e distributions of income
purported to result from community management and the feelings of ownership and
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personal investment will engender individual and community dependence on the natural
resource base. Any farmer attempting to use land unsustainably may face pressure from
the community to stop such activity. Possible measures include socia pressures such as
ostracization, economic sanctions such as suspension of cooperative benefits, or even
legal measures such as denuncias — formal complaints to appropriate government
officials. This mechanism of community self-policing should serve to minimize intra-
community conflict regarding the distribution of profits and the use of land.

The effectiveness of such self-policing rests on the assumed capacity of local
communities to solve rational choice problems such as tragedies of the commons, free
riding, and prisoners’ dilemmas by relying on the networks of norms and trust that
generate social capital (Agarwa & Gibson 1999; Anderson 1994; Ostrom 1990).
Government policies and the historical development of social norms can affect stocks of
social capital by fostering cooperative equilibria, thus setting in motion virtuous circles of
community development, or they can produce non-cooperative equilibria, resultingin
weakened communities (North 1990:92-104; Putnam 1993:163-181). In effect, then,
grassroots proponents argue that promoting market ecotourism favors vertical social
relationships that erode social capital, while promoting local control of ecotourism
perpetuates the horizontal relationships that increase socia capital. Thus grassroots
ecotourism would, in the words of Putnam (1993:171), “lubricate cooperation,”
producing virtuous circles of community development. This cooperation, in turn, should
produce equitable distributions of economic benefits for local farmers, engender

conservation, and increase the community’ s ability to minimize internal conflict and
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protect its interests against externally-driven unsustainable development efforts (Norris et

al. 1998; Ral & Sundryal 1997; Sproule 1996).

The Need for a New Approach to Analysis

The preceding section illustrates clearly the existence of opposing market and
grassroots approaches to ecotourism. Nonetheless, while analyses of ecotourism to date
have done well to outline the general contours of the debate, they have been unable to
answer the crucia guestion of when and where ecotourism works as theorized.
Specifically, studies suffer from at least one of four shortcomings:. they lack a
comparative focus, fail to use clear conceptual frameworks, focus on aggregate economic
benefits, and/or pay insufficient attention to politics at the local level (see, for example,
Aylward et al. 1996; Baez 1996; Budowski 1990; Cater & Lowman 1994; Cochrane
1997; Hartup 1994; Honey 1994, 1999, 2003; Horwich et a. 1993; Langoya & Long
1997; Price 1996; Steele 1995; Wallace & Pierce 1996; Weaver 1998). The frequent
failure, or unwillingness, of ecotourism researchers to tackle the hard, complicated issues
of human behavior that would lead to rigorous comparative analysis are summed up
nicely by the following quote from a single case study of Monteverde, Costa Ricafor a
recent edited volume on tourism and environment: “Any attempt to identify and justify
the characteristics which make a given community different from othersis achallenge,
wrapped in that mix of limitations inherent to the interpretation of human beings and their
actions.... Therefore, this chapter only attempts to analyse the phenomenon of the
development of ecotourism asit relates to the inherent characteristics of the people of

Monteverde (Baez 1996: 111-112).” Because of this unwillingness to attempt a
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comparative analysis of ecotourism sites, most studies rest on unexplored counterfactual
claimsto support the authors@rguments (see Fearon 1990). Moreover, authors often infer
benefits to local communities and conservation from aggregate visitation and tourist
expenditure numbers — alleged proof that ecotourism works. In arecent book chapter on
ecotourism in Costa Rica, Sterling Evans claims that in Monteverde “The ‘ off the graph’
visitation numbers speak for themselves in terms of the economic impact on local
communities near the preserve and for Costa Ricain general (1999: 221).” In fact,
visitation numbers do not speak for themselves because they tell us nothing about the
distribution of benefits from this visitation and resultant support (or lack of it) for
ecotourism by the local community. Indeed, other authors have pointed to a consistent
and increasing leakage of economic benefits from tourism away from the Monteverde
area (Honey 1994). Thus in amodeling sense, many studies commit the ecological
fallacy, inferring individual behavior from aggregate-level data (see Achen and Shively
1995; Robinson 1950).

Though some researchers, such as geographers Susan Place (1991) and Susan
Stonich (1998),2 have related political dynamics to ecotourism at local levels, much of
the literature looks at the phenomenon from national-level perspectives, largely glossing
over local political complexity when citing specific examples of ecotourism (e.g, Boo
1990). Indeed most policymakers, NGO functionaries, and industry advocates portray the
pursuit of ecotourism as aforegone conclusion. Ecotourism is defined not as a political
concept but as an industry standard. That is, ecotourism proponents predict linear change

and a movement toward a defined end state. A political perspective on ecotourism

8 Their single case studies limit the research’s value in testing more general propositions.
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identifies actors according to their economic interests and cultural identity and thus
predicts that market and grassroots ecotourism ventures will diverge in their pursuit of
the goals they deem desirable. While many authors mention that the most problematic but
inadequatel y addressed aspect of ecotourism has been the participation of local
communitiesin its social, economic, and conservation benefits, the broad scope of their
studies does not permit a more in-depth consideration of the matter.

Agarwal and Gibson argue that one of the mgjor problems with the literature on
conservation and development at the local level is that the concept of community has
been improperly specified (1999). They argue for apolitical conceptualization of
community focusing on “the divergent interests of multiple actors within communities,
the interactions or politics through which these interests emerge and different actors
interact with each other, and the institutions that influence the outcomes of political
processes (1999:640).” The prevailing misspecification of community has imortant
implications for grassroots theory, but it affects market theory as well because benefits
from market sustainable development also are expected to flow to local community

members in order to promote favorabl e attitudes toward conservation.

Agarwal and Gibson's analysisis as follows. Proponents of community-based or
grassroots conservation claim three features of rural communities in the developing
world: 1) small sizein population and area; 2) homogenous socid structure; and 3)
shared norms. On the first point, small size should lead to sustainable management of
natural resources because these resources are located geographically near the community
and because frequent interactions among community members should lower the

transaction costs of cooperation, thus discouraging cheating and free-riding. Y et cases of
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small communities mismanaging natural resources abound in the literature. Further, the
abstracted scenario of one small community managing one resource base israrely if ever
found in the real world. Even small communities will depend, for instance, on watersheds
that serve and are bordered by a number of other communities, meaning that the size
characteristics of any one given community would not necessarily be a useful predictor of

resource management capability.

Second, it is often assumed in the literature, both market and grassroots, that
communities are homogenous, composed of people of similar means and assets and
sharing culture, language, and worldview. Y et communities in the real world often
feature residents belonging to different ethnic groups, socia classes, and/or religions.
Thisis emphatically the case in many ecotourism destinations when state and private
actors from outside the loca areaflow in to participate in tourism. Further, even where
communities appear homogenous, there are often differencesin land ownership,
education, and occupation and even distance from town centers, which can cause great
conflict within communities over the distribution of benefits (see Alexander 1999; Hartup

1996; Horwich 1994; Sproule 1996).

Third, shared norms among community members are purported to benefit
conservation in two ways: as sources of taboos against non-sustainable forms of land use
and by making individuals more likely to sacrifice and cooperate in the name of the
common good. For shared normsto be beneficial to conservation, they must be geared
toward sustainable use. Nonetheless, in many developing world communities, perhaps
particularly in Latin America, land laws and frontier mentalities have produced shared
norms related to the idea of forests as obstacles to agricultural progress and sources of
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raw extractive material such astimber and game. Some Costa Rican conservation
officials consider the existence of this cultural mentality the number one impediment to
involving rural residents in conservation (Nygren 2001). The widespread existence of
such shared norms will make the task of introducing sustainable use norms difficult,
particularly where their promotion is seen as aform of intrusion. Shared norms
promoting cooperation, common among agricultural producers, may help to galvanize
communities against the aims of environmentalists asrural areas undergo changesin land

use regulations and ownership structure related to economic devel opment.

Thus the combination of small size, homogeneity, and shared norms does not in
anyway predict support for conservation. Indeed, acommunity with these characteristics
might be theorized equally plausbily to mitigate against conservation. “ Small sized
groups may be unable to defend their resources in the face of strong external threats, or
be unable to manage resources if they are spread over large areas. Strongly held norms
may support exploitative behavior , or be resistant to outside attempts at their

modification (Agarwa and Gibson 1999:636).”

In terms of ecotourism, then, a grassroots project may be unable to compete
effectively if nearby tourism projects already exist or as tourism grows. Similarly, they
may be unable to exercise effective control over the forest areas on which tourism
depends, even if they hold legdl title to the reserve property. In addition, small
communities with shared norms may be hostile or indifferent to proposed tourism
development in their area, whether market or grassroots, and even if developed and
producing benefits, such projects may find it hard to controvert strong norms against
conservation. The variety of actors and norms, and their response to new pressures and
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incentives, vastly broadens the range of possible outcomes related to conservation in rural

communities.

Considering this evidence, | take a political view of community as the basis for
exploring the three central research questions that form the core of this dissertation. First,
which approach to ecotourism, market or grassroots, generates economic benefits for and
engenders conservation friendly attitudes by individual farmers who often are persuaded
by poverty or lack of alternatives to degrade forests? Turning farmersinto
environmentalists, the alleged hallmark of ecotourism, seemslogical. Farmers earn
income from land, thus they value land. Ecotourism employees earn income from tourists
who come to see forest. These employees, therefore, will value intact forests. The
simplicity of ecotourismisenticing. It isaso based on abehavioralist view of individuals
that posits universal relationships between a stimulus or condition and an individual’ s
response. A political view of communities highlights the diversity of stimuli to which
individuals are exposed — by their own personal backgrounds, their cultural norms, and
economic and political incentives. If homogeneity in small communitiesis atypical and if
cultural norms stress productive land uses or exploitative orientations to nature, a person

working in ecotourism may not necessarily be moved to embrace environmental values.

Second, which approach to ecotourism provides shared benefits such as schools and
health clinics, and do these benefits promote forest conservation initiatives, such as
forestry reserves and environmental education, by the local community? Again, the
heterogeneity and variety of cultural norms found in local communities complicates
expectations regarding the community benefits of ecotourism. Any benefits stemming
from ecotourism, whether market or grassroots, may be seen to benefit some groups of
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people more than others. Similarly, if local cultural norms value land for its productive
potential, benefits from ecotourism may not necessarily transdate into support for
conservation. Further, if ecotourism is seen as a source of restricting production or use of
natural resources by tightening enforcement of environmental regulations or diverting

effort from agriculture, conflict can arise in either market or grassroots ecotourism.

Third, what constellations of outside actors and community characteristics lead to the
initial development of either market or grassroots ecotourism? The small size of local
communities may or may not promote the emergence of cooperation to form ecotourism
ventures. In particular, if asmall community isisolated from national commerce routes or
outside development influence, state and NGO support for cooperative ecotourism
ventures may be less likely because of physical access and informational issues.
Similarly, and as above, heterogenous socia structures also may preclude cooperation,
even if the resource base is threatened by outside development issues because some local
groups may benefit while others are affected negatively by change. Community norms
promoting cooperation may not be translated from the agricultural to the tourism sector

because of farmers' lack of familiarity with the latter.

These questions hint at two broad yet persistent themes in comparative politics

(see Kohli et a. 1995; Mayer 1989). Thefirst is neo-institutional, that behavior should

vary according to different institutional settings9 (Anderson 1994; Lane 1997:114-122;
Lehoucq 1996; March and Olsen 1984; Martin 1995; Moe 1987; Peters 1998:121-136;

Putnam 1993; Robertson 1991; Wilson 1998). | share this theoretical perspective and

9By institution, | refer to bundles of legal, social, and cultural norms that shape incentives for individual
actors.
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expect that market and grassroots ecotourism, because of the nature of ownership and the
rules and norms these imply, will affect the nature and amount of local economic benefits
and the impact of these on individua attitudes and behavior. Similarly, there should be a
difference in whether and how collective benefits such as schools, health clinics,
environmenta education, and agricultural credit result from each type of ecotourism and
whether these benefits induce the community as a whole to endorse and work for forest
conservation.

The second theme is one of political economy, that understanding political
outcomes requires analysis of the policy preferences and power resources of the various
actors competing for scarce economic and political resources (see Frieden 1991; Haggard
& Kaufman 1995; Gourevitch 1986; Keck 1995; Rogowski 1989; Rueschemeyer et a.
1992; Silva 1997, 1998). When applied to the study of ecological issues, this political
economy approach is termed “political ecology.” Political ecology builds on political
economy in order to understand the global linkages that affect natural resource use at
local levels, particularly in the tropics (see Dodds 1998; Greenberg & Park 1994; Stonich
1989, 1998; Warren 1993). | apply this political ecology approach to the study of
ecotourism because communities in the rural tropics are not homogeneous but rather are
composed of and affected by actors with diverse interests, preferences, and power
resources. Considering community in thislight allows for the examination of conflicts

over resource use that shape ecotourism initialy and are likely to affect its long-run

performance and prospects for sustainabil ity.lo The political ecologica theoretical

10ror the sake of convenience, | do use the term community” throughout the paper to refer to a politically
defined town or village located near a protected natural area. This usage, however, implies nothing further
about the group dynamics of these spatial entities.
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perspective also employs a more nuanced view of human nature than either the market or
grassroots approaches to sustainable development. Specifically, the approach holds that
humans seek to balance individual and group concerns and that the relative balance of
each motivation isinfluenced by environmental, political, and historical factorsin agiven
community (Anderson 1994). Organic movement toward an ecotourism ideal, as assumed
by ecotourism certification programs, may or may not be in the perceived interest of
those managing ecotourism ventures.

Clearly, both market and grassroots ecotourism proponents make certain
simplifying assumptions about the nature of local communitiesin the tropics and the
behavior of the individual and collective actors that inhabit them. These assumptions,
however, do not accurately reflect the real world complexity of actual communities.
Stated most basically, market advocates mistakenly overestimate the participatory power
of local community actors and underestimate inequalities in such power among actors
both within and outside a given community.™* Grassroots advocates, on the other hand,
underestimate divisiveness of aims and goals while overestimating equality and
cooperative capacity among community actors. In sum, though for different reasons, both
take overly sanguine views of social capital in local communitiesin the tropics. Further,
each errs when considering compeition. Market theorists base their strategies on the value
of competition while ignoring the fact that free markets inherently and consistently
advantage some actors — e.g., those with access to investment capital —while

disadvantaging others. Grassroots theorists base their policy preferences on the value of

" The classic case is Monteverde, Costa Rica where numerous authors exclude much of the community and
are thus ableto claim that local people, who are really descendants of American settlers and expatriate US
biol ogists, have most benefited from ecotourism. By simply redefining who belongs to a community, these
authors push aside conflicts and present a more harmonious picture of ecotourism. | discuss Monteverde
further in the next chapter.
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cooperation while neglecting the fact that cooperation’s principal valueisthat it enables
otherwise disempowered individuals to compete more effectively in the free market asa
group.

The ability to compete in the free market isincreasingly vital for ecotourism
venturesin Costa Rica as the country’ s tourism product matures and its offerings expand.
Because the state is cementing a broader tourism offering for the country in which nature
and culture are backdrops to adventure and relaxation activities, an expanded number of
market and grassroots ecol odges must fight to carve out their niche in national and local
tourism markets. At the same time, political trends favor larger-scale private involvement
in tourism, agriculture, and conservation, giving a relative advantage to market over
grassroots ecotourism. Individual campesinos are unable to build private ecol odges
because they lack startup capital and expertise. Campesino groups, however, have been

able to access international funding to build and run ecol odges.

In the next chapter, | review the history of development, conservation, and
ecotourism in Costa Ricain order to illustrate the main groupings of socia actors that
shape policy and priorities. A political economy perspective is key to understanding these
trends and illuminates the ways that international forces have helped to augment the
power resources of domestic actors. Specifically, the process of structural adjustment in
the wake of the 1980s debt crisis has speeded the decline of the small agriculture sector
and promoted the rise of private conservation initiatives. The result has been a move
away from any pursuit of broad-based sustainable development to a more narrowly
focused, efficiency-driven model of economic development and conservation.
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Chapter 3
"Costa Rica: Ecotourism for Sustainable Devel opment™

“Costa Rica had the right stuff — the right political, socioeconomic,
infrastructural, geographic and natural ingredients — to permit it to successfully
ride the crest of the ecotourism wave (Honey 2003: 40).”

“ Codta Rica, one of the world's showcases of conservation, is currently promoting
a policy that actually encourages rain forest destruction.... Costa Rica has been
held up as one of the world's best examples of rain forest conservation. Its
internationally recognized conservation ethic, its position of relative affluence, its
democratic traditions, the remarkable importance of ecotourism to its national
economy, its willingness to adopt virtually any and all programs of conservation
promoted by Western experts make it the most likely place for the success of the
traditional model of rain forest conservation. The fact that the model has been an
utter failure in Costa Rica, where it had the greatest chance of success, calls the
model itself into serious question (Vandermeer and Perfecto 1995: 25-30).”

I ntroduction

Former President José Maria Figueres (1994-1998) declared Costa Rica a model
of sustainable development and invited scientists, academics, and development agencies
from around the world to bring their programs to the country, in effect using the Central

American nation as a giant laboratory in which to test approaches to integrating
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biodiversity conservation and economic development (Figueres Olsen 1996). Indeed the
country has been labeled variously “the Switzerland of Central America’ and a“green
paradise” in reference to its pursuit of peace and environmental protection. Ecotourism
has formed the centerpiece of Costa Rica s environmental and economic strategy. Y et
ecotourism has been pursued within the context of severe resource exploitation to
promote economic growth and attempts at strict protection of the remaining forests, with

little attention paid to the poor populations surrounding them.

According to lore, democracy emerged automatically from Costa Rica' s colonial
period, and the country has been atranquil, green, and egalitarian republic ever since. Y et
the history of Costa Ricais eminently more complex. | begin this chapter with an
overview of the emergence of democracy in Costa Rica as a means of introducing the
political aliances that foreshadowed the recent shift from state-led to market-led
development. | move next to a consideration of the tension between market and
grassroots sustainable development as Costa Rica' s guiding philosophy and the role of
the environment in this pursuit. Throughout | refer to the varying degrees of association
among the ecodevel opment, capital accumulation, and social reform nexuses (groupings
of political actors defined below). While the actors belonging to the capital accumulation
nexus adhere to market development and those of the social reform nexus to the
grassroots, the ecodevel opment nexusis split, with some elements falling into the market
camp and others into the grassroots (Basco and Silva forthcoming; see also Chapter 2 of
this volume). Both the market and grassroots sustainable devel opment camps have laid
claim to the environment, the former arguing for efficient management and rational use

and the latter for participation in resource management and afair distribution of the
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benefits from sustainable use of natural resources. Since the market camp holds
significantly more political power than the grassroots, the right-wing elements of the
environmental community (those advocating strict protection of nature and only
secondary concern for rural populations) have a direct avenue of influence to domestic
and international sources of power in the form of domestic elites, state agencies, and
powerful international conservation organizations. The left-wing elements of the
environmental community (those advocating local democracy, small-scale forestry,
organic agriculture, and ecotourism) can aign only with the weaker grassroots camp,
whose power derives from European and United Nations devel opment agencies and a

domestic political narrative invoking loss of nationa sovereignty to internationa capital.

Ecotourism in Costa Ricareflects these political conflicts. Even astraditional,
mass tourism appears to become the dominant mode of tourism in Costa Rica, ecotourism
will still command a substantial revenue share and serve as Costa Rica s tourism “brand”
(Baez 1997). Whether ecotourism in Costa Rica is fundamentally about outsiders helping
local communities by protecting rainforests or about local communities protecting the

rainforest to help themselves remains an open and important question.

The Costa Rican Democratic Myth

The unique emergence of Costa Rican democracy in otherwise autocratic Central
Americais most often explained as a historical artefact, aremnant of the colonial period.

This political culture-inspired hypothesis states that the period produced an independent,
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egalitarian society comprised of modest and equally poor yeoman farmers. Popular
belief and academic opinion traditionally have held that this classless society led to an
automatic and unchallenged democracy. Y et historical data show that colonia Costa
Rican society was much |ess egalitarian than previoudy thought. These historical studies,
coupled with recent political analyses, suggest strongly that Costa Rican democracy isin
fact afairly recent phenomenon and one that emerged not peacefully but rather through
considerable class struggle (e.g., Lehoucq 1996; Solis 1997).

Though estimates of the indigenous population in early sixteenth century Costa
Ricarange from as few as 27,000 inhabitants to as many as 400,000, it generally is
agreed that the overall population density was low in comparison to that of other Spanish
colonies (Solis 1997). Costa Rica sinitialy small indigenous popul ation was decimated
quickly by smallpox and other diseases introduced by the conquistadores, and large
numbers of indigenous inhabitants were sent to Cuba as slaves. Those remaining were
subject in some areas to a system of forced labor and Church tithing known as
encomienda (especialy in the Central Valley, where the maority of the Spanish
population came to reside), but most were reluctant and unproductive workersin such a
system and eventually fled to the southern highlands. The rest were assimilated into
Spanish bloodlines through the process of mestizaje (Bird 1984:22-24; Hall 1985:40-42;
Meléndez 1989:18). By 1801, the indigenous population had declined to approximately
8,000, comprising just sixteen percent of the total Costa Rican population at the time
(Hall 1985:43).

The lack of available labor for plantation agriculture and the lack of mineral
deposits meant Costa Ricawas little more than a primitive backwater in the Spanish

Gregory Basco, University of Missouri-St. Louis
Market, Community, and Nature: The Politics of Ecotourismin Costa Rica, Chapters2 & 3
49



Crown’s empire. Lacking the economic wealth to accompany their political power, even
the Spanish governors of Costa Ricawere forced to practice subsistence agriculture
during the colonial period (Bird 1984:26; Edelman et. a. 1989:2). Ostensibly, this lack of
social stratification and the relative racial homogeneity of the population led organically
to Costa Rican democracy.

Neverthel ess, this halcyon view of early Costa Rican society has been challenged
by recent historica revisions, with a number of studies concluding that land ownership
was far less equal, socia class differences wider, and urban life more advanced than
commonly believed (Gudmundson 1989; Meléndez 1989; Stone 1989). While farm size
was indeed limited by the lack of alarge labor pool (farm size correlated positively with
family size), and crop production was geared toward subsistence (Augelli 1987:4), there
existed an dlite class comprised primarily of direct descendants of powerful Spanish
hidalgos. In contrast to the Andalusian peasants who had come to Costa Rica to work the
land, these noblemen had come to the New World for wealth and glory, and their
descendants held the same aspirations. “In 1821, with independence, the colonia political
classinherited the leadership of the new nation and began to concentrate on finding an
activity that would alow its membersto raise their standard of living to alevel in keeping
with their political and social positions (Stone 1989: 20-22).”

In the | ate eighteenth century, coffee was introduced to the country as a botanical
curiosity (Boucher et al. 1973: 67). Costa Rica— with populated highlands and volcanic
soils suitable for growing high quality coffee, no other products to compete for time and
capital, and no indigenous popul ation with claims to desirable land resources — found
itself with an absolute advantage over its isthmian neighbors in exporting coffee beansto
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the growing European market (Biesanz, et al. 1982: 19). By 1831, land title was being
given to anyone growing coffee on a piece of land for at |least five years, and President
Braulio Carillo was pushing the conversion of public lands from forest to coffee by the
year 1841 (Jones 1935: 58).

Coffee being the formative early element in the national identity, it iswidely
accepted that small coffee farms were the norm and that all Costa Ricans shared in the
nation’s newfound wesalth and status. “ Because the coffee was cultivated in the area
where most of the population lived, i.e. in the Central Valley, and where ownership of the
plantations had been well distributed, the socia benefits were widely shared (Bird
1984:32).” Y et Stone (1989:22) suggests that members of the pre-coffee elite took much
of the best Central Valley land by force and more subtle coercive means. Due to the
increased value of landholdings as potential coffee farms, pricesrose, leading to land
concentration in the hands of those with access to capital, the original pre-coffee elite
(Augelli 1987:7). These large landholders were able to acquire British credit for future
crops and soon started purchasing the unprocessed coffee of the smaller owners and
advancing them credit. When these small growers could not pay, their lands were added
to the large holdings, and a class of landless peasants was created to work on the large
estates (Stone 1989:22-23).

It is the descendants of this coffee class that have dominated politics and public
office since independence (Stone 1989: 24). Though both conservative and liberal
factions exist within the traditional coffee elite, this elite class continues to exercise great
influence over politics and discourse to the present day, often invoking the myth of
organic democracy and the egalitarian coffee erato justify claimsto land and power
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(Paige 1997). Indeed, twenty-five of Costa Rica’s presidents trace their lineage to one
Spanish hidalgo aone, don Antonio de Acosta Arévalo. Including two other hidalgosin
thisfigure indicates that 33 of the country’ s 44 presidents have descended from just three
conquistadores (Stone 1989: 24-25).

The second part of the traditionaly accepted view of Costa Rican political
development is that democracy emerged automatically from the colonia period.
Nonetheless, most presidential transitions up until the revolution of 1948 occurred via
non-electoral means as liberal and conservative factions of the coffee elite fought for
control of the state and its spoils (Lehoucq 1996). Although democratic transitions
became more common in the early 20™ century (Booth 1989; Skidmore & Smith
1997:338), it was only with the advent of institutional changes promoting power sharing
between newly formed progressive elements and the coffee elite after the civil war of
1948 that electoral democracy was consolidated (Lehoucq 1996). Democracy was, in
fact, the second choice of the winners of the Civil War, the Nationa Liberation Party
(PLN) of José Figueres, afarmer and former Central American mercenary from the
Caribbean League.

In this conflict, elite coffee planters, many of whom were of German and Italian
descent, became increasingly upset with President Rafagl Calderon’s anti-Fascist foreign
policy and progressive domestic socia policies resulting from a peculiar strategic alliance
with the Catholic Church and the Communist party.*? Unable to defeat Calderén at the
ballot box, the coffee elite thus aligned itself with Figueres to oust Calderén from power.

Figueres favored armed revolt from the outset, and the trigger for his uprising was the

12 The product of labor unrest among bananaworkers and general autarchic political ideas emerging from
the post-Depression period.
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Caderdon administration’s failure to recognize conservative candidate Otilio Ulate's
apparent electoral victory in the 1948 presidential elections. Nonetheless, evidence
suggests that Figueres' supportersin fact engineered electoral fraud in favor of Ulate and
then even set fire to the high school where the ballot boxes were stored in order to force
Caderon’s hand in annulling Ulate' s fraudulent victory. Claiming Calderén’ s failure to
recognize the elections was a sign of increasing authoritarianism, Figueres, with the
backing of the coffee elite, took up arms and prevailed in the subsequent short but violent
civil war (Schifter 1989).

Despite the oft-repeated popular view of Costa Rican history, Figueres did not
immediately set about building a modern democracy.*® When his plans for state
modernization and import substitution industrialization based on urban development
became apparent, the coffee elite who had supported him in the revolution quickly
regrouped to pursue its own interests in maintaining the conservative, patronal coffee
economy (Solis 1997:12). Although Figueres possessed military power, hisrelative
anonymity before the civil war meant that he had little popular support and was thus
forced to negotiate electoral power sharing arrangements with the coffee elite rather than
maintaining absolute control over the country. His celebrated abolition of the army was
as much atactical move to prevent opposition factions from mounting future military
coups asit was a prescient policy to contribute to the nation’s social and economic
development. Figueres quickly stocked the new military police force with his own

supporters (Schifter 1989). Since the civil war, elections generally have been free and

13 | ndeed, though Costa Ricans routinely credit Figueres PLN with constructing the modern welfare state,
it was Calderén who put into to effect all of the social, health, educational, and labor guarantees that
formed the basis for Costa Rica' s improvementsin these areas (Solis 1997:11).
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fair, and the winnings shared by Figueres social democratic PLN and the more recently
consolidated conservative Social Christian Unity Party (PUSC). Thus the political history
of CostaRicais democratic only in the last half-century and, asin most countries, arose
not organically from an egalitarian colonia society but out of necessary political
compromise in the wake of class conflict (Lehoucq 1996; see aso Rueschemeyer et .

1992).

National Development from Colonization to the Entr epreneurial State

The boundaries of Costa Rican politics today are drawn by the capital
accumulation nexus. This conglomeration of actors consists of the two principal political
parties (the PLN and the PUSC), business interests, state economic and devel opment
agencies, and increasingly, transnational capital. These actors often are fluid in
membership with political figures passing smoothly from the public to the private sphere
and back again, meaning that major business ventures are promoted heavily by the state
and that business |obbies wield a disproportionate influence on policymaking.** The
consolidation of a new domestic/transnational entrepreneurial class depends on
polyarchic democratic forms that reduce citizen participation to periodic el ections of
representatives from this class. The hallmark of this new classisits strong ties to state

economic ministries through local chambers of commerce and | FI*™® funded state/business

14 This private rent-seeking behavior seems, at least in part, to be an unfortunate symptom of presidential
and legidative term limits.
%% | nternational financial institution, e.g., World Bank, International Monetary Fund, Inter-American
Devel opment Bank
Gregory Basco, University of Missouri-St. Louis
Market, Community, and Nature: The Politics of Ecotourismin Costa Rica, Chapters2 & 3
54



agencies (Robinson 1998).%° The transfer of capital power from domestic elites to
transnational investors has extended even into Costa Rica s coffee processing sector, the
most traditional stronghold of Costa Rica s political families. Domestic elites either sell
their businesses to transnational investors or become their local capital partners (Paige
1997)."" These neoliberal actors seek to pursue economic growth and restrict the sphere
of state influence in economy and society (see Carriere 1991; Campbell 2002). Analyst
David Crocker wrote in 1990 that:

“This outlook is enormously powerful and popular in Costa Rica today. It is on

the offensive, setting the terms of the development debate, and forcing other

positions onto the defensive...An interventionist or empresarial state is rejected

in favour of private entrepreneurial activity and minimal state involvement in

economic life, with resources alocated by a market that respects consumer

sovereignty and property rights. It is assumed that the economic growth produced

by this ‘economic liberty’ will finally trickle down so as to benefit everyone

(Crocker 1990: 152-153).”

The social reform nexus, composed of minority political parties and progressive
social movements, staunchly rejects this model and calls variously for the empowerment
of the rural and urban poor or for areturn to the egalitarianism that allegedly built Costa
Rica. As demonstrated above, this egalitarianism islargely mythical, and the capital
accumulation nexus has been forming in Costa Rica since the days of the conquistadores.
Nonetheless, it is only since the revolution of 1948 that the connections among local,
state, and international capital have strengthened to such an extent that the small

agriculture sector isin danger of disappearing. Thus the socia reform nexus calls for

participation in politics, state support for small farming and forestry, land redistribution,

16 Robinson, William. 1998. “(Mal)Development in Central America: Globalization and Social Change.”
Devel opment and Change. Vol. 29, 467-497.

" Paige, Jeffrey. 1997. Coffee and Power: Revolution and the Rise of Democracy in Central America.
Cambridge: Harvard University Press.
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and a general regjection of structural adjustment policies. Below, | give a broad overview
of the history of development and land use in Costa Rica, emphasizing the steady
formation of the eventual capital accumulation nexus that today makes market

sustainable devel opment the dominant mode of thought.

The Expanding Agricultural Frontier

By the middle of the nineteenth century, a pattern of centrifugal migration from
the Central Valley, site of the capital and main coffee growing zone, to the country’s
periphery was becoming evident. The main cause was inequitable distribution of land that
was exacerbated by very high rates of population growth (Hall 1985: 99-110). From
approximately 1850 to 1950, “The goals of the government were to populate the national
territory, to increase farm output, and to defuse the problems of land hunger in the
densely settled areas where commercia crops were produced (Augelli 1987:5-13).” Intact
forest was an impediment to achieving these aims, and in 1885 the first homesteading law
was passed, allowing settlers to claim up to fifty hectares of land. According to areform
of thislaw in 1924, colonists were required to clear and cultivate at |east haf their
holdings. In 1942, the first law concerning squatters went into effect, allowing them to
clam title to unused private land by improving it, which meant clearing the tropical
forest (Concepcion Cruz et a. 1992:52). Even as recently as 1961, landowners with

uncultivated land were subject to sanctions (Hall 1985:108).
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Spontaneous col onization by landless peasants from the Central Valley was by far
the most common type of migration during the period (Hall 1985:108), the primary
motivation being the “kingdom of your own” type of freedom that the frontier promised
(Augelli 1987:1). A typical settlement pattern has been termed ‘two-step’ migration.
Briefly, the process may be summarized as one of repeated forest clearing to gain
property rights. Landless peasants arrived at anew frontier edge and immediately set
about clearing the land of forest. Capital investors then arrived and bought up the newly
cleared acreage. The origina settlers were forced to sell at low prices but still at profit
above and beyond the calcul ated value of their labor and material investment. With
money in hand, these original settlers moved onward to the leading frontier edge and
began to buy up land from the newly arrived peasants. Though peasants may have had to
repesat the clearing process a number of times before having enough capital to become
land speculators, the possibility of upgrading one’'s socia and economic status was quite
real. “Whereas prior to migration 77% of informants had been members of CostaRica’'s
lowest socioeconomic level, the pedn class, only 36% remained in this category afterward
(Sewastynowicz 1994:178-179).”

For the spontaneous col onizers, pasture for beef cattle was the most attractive use
of frontier land due to anumber of factors. The primary reason was that frontier soils
were not fertile enough for crops to be grown on a permanent basis without extensive use
of artificial fertilizers. Lack of infrastructure prohibited the devel opment of a chemical
sales network, even if colonists had had the money to buy chemical inputs. Pasture,
however, was relatively feasible. Second, cows (unlike crops, which required long,
arduous transport by ox-cart on muddy trails) could walk themselves to market (Hall
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1985:114). A third factor was the prestige of ranching. In Central America, “Cattle herds
represent social standing and political power (Myers 1981:7).”

Y et rather than producing a more equal distribution of land and relieving social
tensions, land titling laws and the opening of the frontier allowed arelatively small
number of landholders to amass sizable tracts of land. Statistics indicate that 2.9% of
landowners, whose production is mainly oriented toward export, control 47.1% of all
farmland. And nearly 90% of all farmland is controlled by the largest 26% of farms.
Farms less than four hectares in size comprise 42.2% of al farms yet control less than 2%
of the country’s farmland (Concepcion Cruz et al. 1992:52).

An equally important consegquence of the land titling laws was the rampant
destruction of large sections of the country’ svirgin forest. Costa Rica lost approximately
thirty to forty percent of its original forest cover from the late 1800s to 1950 (Harrison
1991:83). Theinstitutional effect of forest clearing and land speculation has persisted. As
recently as the late 1980s, even forested land that was cleared illegally could be bought in
“good faith” by a second party, who was then given title (Lutz and Daly 1990:18).
“Reportedly, in some cases, the conversion process was even financed from the
beginning by the land speculators and ranchers (Concepcion Cruz et a. 1992:52).”

While Costa Ricans were the major playersin spontaneous colonization and its
effects on forest cover, foreign interests, such as the United and Standard Fruit
Companies,’® cleared vast regions of diverse lowland rainforest to make bananas one of
Costa Rica s major exports. Because these companies originally colonized jungle regions

close to the Atlantic coast (for shipping access), they were quite isolated from San Jose

18 Known in today’ s market as Chiquita and Dole, respectively.
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and had nearly unlimited autonomy, sometimes freely subjugating Costa Rican laws with
their official operational policies. Started originally by American investor Minor Cooper
Keith to utilize 333,333 hectares of land™ adjacent to his new railroad operations, the
United Fruit Company was supplying 75% of the growing US and European banana
markets by 1889 (Center for Environmental Studies 1997:94-95). Chiquita Brands
International (Costa Rican subsidiary = Compania Bananera Atlantica, COBAL), Dole
Corporation (Standard Fruit Company), and Del Monte (Banana Devel opment Company,
BANDECO) owned 38% of the 171 bananafarmsin 1992, and 94 of the remaining farms
(55%) sold these companies their bananas. This means that the big three transnational
corporations effectively controlled 93% of Costa Rica s banana production (Trejos 2002:
21). Today, these 3 companies own approximately 200 banana farms and effectively
market 98% of Costa Rica’s bananas. The companies fix prices and buy up bananas from
independent growersin order to squeeze out possible competitorsin the packaging and
export of the fruit (Hermosilla 2002).

Very little of the money generated by banana production and export has been
captured by the Costa Rican government. Extensive areas of some of the most diverse
rainforests in the country were cleared in the process of establishing banana plantations,
but monoculture on such alarge scale proved unstable as bananas exhausted soils and
were subject to devastating funga and viral pests. Consequently, there emerged a pattern
of rapid clearing and transfer of production areas from the Atlantic to the Pacific coast,

and back again (Hall 1985:115-119).

19 Costa Rica's entire national parks system totals 623,773 hectares. K eith was granted over 6% of the
nationd territory.
% He was contracted by the Costa Rican government to construct arailroad linking the capital city San José
to the Atlantic port of Limén.
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Moder nization and the Export Boom

The period after the Civil War of 1948 saw an increasing concentration of land in
the hands of the politica classes, as evidenced by the new growth of cattle ranching and
the continued growth of coffee and banana plantings. With the shrinkage of the
agricultural frontier and US alarm over the potentia spread of Communism in the region,
the Costa Rican government turned from encouraging spontaneous col onization to
planned peasant settlements on idle lands in the 1960s and 1970s. The post-Civil War
period was characterized by great strides in economic and socia development. The social
welfare guarantees instituted by former president Rafagl Calderon Guardia (the loser in
the 1948 revolution) were expanded under Figueres' newly governing PLN, and the
nation entered a period of apparent prosperity and social peace. The new
developmentalist state model saw the nationalization of key economic sectors such as
electricity, telecommunications, water, petroleum refining, and banking. The PLN
followed a policy of import substitution industrialization in order to replace imported
goods with nationally produced goods for the domestic consumer market.

“The development model that Figueres and the social democratic National
Liberation Party sought to implement was essentially a variety of import
subgtitution industrialization like that then advocated by ECLA... The rapid
expansion of the bureaucracy in the post-1948 period occurred both because of
increased state involvement in diverse aspects of economic planning and social
welfare and because the socia democrats sought to develop a politica
constituency among government functionaries that would be stronger than the
fragile, impermanent codition that had brought them to power (Edelman 1993:
199-200).”

The PLN, with the help of considerable external financing, expanded

industrialization and export agriculture to pay for the government’s ever increasing role
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in the economic life of the country.?* The pro-development policies of the Costa Rican
government in the 1960s and 1970s were made possible by sizable foreign loans from US
banks and international financial institutions (Harrison 1991:86). The dissolution of the
|eft after Figueres' revolutionary victory? and the urban orientation of import
substitution industrialization meant, however, that the benefits of PLN’s modernization
program went primarily to the capital city and its surrounding metropolitan areas while
many rural areas suffered from environmental degradation and negative socia and
economic impacts stemming from the concentration of agriculture in the hands of US
multinational companies and domestic elites (Molinaand Pamer 2000: 99-118). The new
nationalized banking system created by Figueres' interim governing juntain the wake of
the 1948 civil war, for instance, made credit available for medium to large-scale
agricultural and livestock initiatives. Cattle ranching was a particular focus due to
international interest in promoting the activity. With cattle' s low start-up costs and
attractive financing possibilities, the newly middle-class junta supporters filling
government posts easily were able to buy land and invest in cattle (Edelman 1992:200).

It was this expansion of the cattle sector that led to the clearing of much of Costa
Rica s Pacific coast tropical dry forest and sparked internationa observers' interest in
what became somewhat spuriously known as the rainforest hamburger connection.?®
Influential scholarstied the clearing of rainforest directly to demand for cheap beef in the

northern fast food markets (e.g., Myers 1981). In reality, however, it was a complex

2 | ndeed, this was the beginning of the alignment between multinational, state, and local capital that has
created underpinnings of the capital accumulation nexus discussed later in this chapter (see Evans 1979).
% The Communist Party was outlawed.
2 Much of the land going into cattle had been cleared long before the rising demand for US beef. The
majority of forest land that was cleared was in fact tropical dry, not tropical wet forest.
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assortment of politically savvy investors and landholders,?* combined with US
geopolitical and economic interestsin the form of credit schemes and Alliance for
Progress programs designed to stop the spread of Fidelismo, that coincided with the
growing demand for cheap beef for the US fast food industry that resulted in
deforestation. Indeed, in many instances cattle ranching was simply a cheap way for
landowners to occupy land, always a sound investment in inflation-prone economies, and
to discourage squatting or government expropriation of idle or forested land. As Edelman
concludes, the expansion of cattle ranching in Costa Rica’ s northwest was |l ess about beef
production to fill demand than about elite economic opportunity and geopolitics; cattle
was away to ensure “the long-term preservation of wealth in a context of risk (Edelman
1992: 354).”

At the same time that the newly created political class of PLN supporters was
taking advantage of credit for cattle ranching, the coffee elite continued to tighten their
control of thisleading export crop. “In 1955, the 324 largest producers produced more
coffee than all the remaining 21,656 combined, and the largest 13.5% of farms controlled
67% of the land in coffee. In reality, the concentration of economic control is
substantially greater than these figures show, for two reasons. First, the separate owners
of the coffee farms as registered in census data are in fact mostly members of afew
extended families. Furthermore, these families control most of the major beneficios® and

the infrastructure of transport, finance, and export (Boucher 1983:86).”

% These investors included |anded Costa Ricans, Cubans, Spaniards, and Englishmen; the Somoza family
of Nicaragua; USinvestorslinked to CIA support for Contrafightersin Nicaragua; and even Jimmy
Swaggert’s Assembly of God as a point of origin to spread his ministry and support the Contras against the
Sandinistas.
% Coffee collection and processing centers
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In 1961, in response to growing U.S. fears of the possible spread of Fidelismo in
the region, the Alliance for Progress was signed (Edelman et al. 1989:171). That same
year in Costa Rica, spontaneous colonization was prohibited by the new Land and
Colonization Law. The government looked toward planned colonization of unproductive
lands as away to relieve social tensions. Y et the expropriation of lands from large owners
legally required full monetary compensation by the state to the owner. This compensation
was based on owner estimates of land value”®. Thus compensation often was beyond the
financial means of the government, and it soon turned once again to spontaneous
colonization to alleviate campesino restlessness (Seligson 1989:171). Nonetheless, the
Instituto de Tierras y Colonizacién (Land and Colonization Institute) was formed in 1962
to manage government settlement projects.”” Over one thousand families were relocated
on approximately thirty-five thousand hectares. Nonetheless, and again because of the
state’' sinability to compensate farm owners financialy for expropriations of desirable
farmlands, the new settlements were relegated to remote areas with marginal land use
capabilities and lack of infrastructure. In fact, owing to the general poverty of the lands
for agricultural production and the lack of technical assistance and market outlets,
ranchers and land speculators came to acquire much of it, as settlers were enticed easily
into the recurring cycle of clearing and selling (Seligson 1989:171-172). In 1950, Costa
Ricawas still half covered by forest lands. By 1984 only 19% of the origina forest cover
remained. Costa Rica suffered one of the highest rates of deforestation in the entire world
for this period (Harrison 1991:83), averaging approximately 40,000 hectares of cleared

forest per year from 1963-1989 (Calderon and Umariia 1997:36). According to the Costa

% Always inflated in Costa Rica except for tax declaration purposes
%" The name was changed in 1982 to the Agrarian Development Institute, hereafter referred to as IDA.
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Rican General Forestry Directorate, government funded settlers and the resulting
sguatters were responsible for up to one-half of illegal deforestation from the 1950s to the

1980s (Concepcion Cruz et al. 1992:54).

The Debt Crisisand the New State

For the right wing, free market administrations in power in the United States and
Great Britain in the 1980s, the Latin American debt crisis provided an excuseto
experiment with radical free-market economics and polyarchy on agrand scalein the
developing world (UNRISD 1994). United States policy to address the debt crisisiniits
sphere of influence was characterized by the 1986 Baker Plan, a broadly defined initiative
calling on IFlsto promote more efficient government and free market policy in the form
of supply side economics as away for American banks to recover loan payments owed
them by the countries of the region (Dornbusch 1989). The specific policy instrument
employed to achieve this goa has been the various structural adjustment programs
(SAPs) negotiated between |Fls and Latin American states. SAPs go far beyond mere
economic stabilization packages to represent a new development paradigm, supported by
many Latin American policymakers, in which the state exists principally to establish a
favorable climate for market-led economic growth. In this context, goals of social equity
and environmental protection purportedly would be addressed through the consensual
policy produced by a decentralized, non-ideologica state (Iglesias 1992:50-80). Kroeger
and Montanye outline the strategy succinctly:

“Stabilization and structural adjustment aim at trade liberalization, cutbacks in
government expenditures, and privatization of government-owned industries.
Together, these measures are supposed to improve a country’s allocative
efficiency and, ultimately, ensure the restoration of a postive baance of
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payments so that a country’s debt service to northern governments, commercial
banks, and multilateral institutions can be paid...Neoclassical economics holds
that through this process the aggregate welfare of all market participants will be
enhanced. Another assumption inherent in this argument is that this allocative
efficiency is the key to the solution of al the other problems of a country (2000:
666).”

Costa Ricawas the first country in Central Americato implement SAPs, signing
itsfirst loan package with the World Bank in 1985 (Hansen-Kuhn 1993). Whileit is
doubtful that SAPs have achieved even their most fundamental macroeconomic goals of
increased economic growth, monetary stabilization, and improved balance of payments,
promised positive effects on the environment and small producer sectors are even harder
to document (Carazo 2000). Indeed, in arecent broad assessment of SAPsin CostaRica,
Kroeger and Montayne (2000) conclude that the initiatives have succeeded only in
advancing the neoliberal political agenda, undermining national sovereignty, worsening
the balance of payments, causing widespread environmental degradation, and destroying
the small producer sector. In particular, the extension of credit and subsidies for the
promotion of non-traditional agricultural exports (e.g. melons, pineapples, cut flowers)?®
has benefited large, often foreign, producers who possess the considerable capital
resources needed for start-up costs. This has contributed to alargeincreasein
agrochemical use and land ownership inequality (Hansen-Kuhn 1993), the negative
effects of which are most strongly felt by the country’ s campesino sector (Solis 2001).
Meanwhile, the Costa Rican government’ s debt load hasincreased. After adlight dip in
the mid 1990s, external debt had returned to 1990 levels by the year 2000, over US$3
billion. During the same time period, the government issued bonds to its own

autonomous institutions to cover external debt service and operational shortfalls. Asa

% Encouraged to diversify the export sector and produce foreign exchange to pay back debt
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result, the country’ sinternal debt increased by afactor of 10 over the decade of the
1990s, reaching over US$1 billion in the year 2000 (Proyecto Estado de la Nacion
2001:337). Combining the external and internal debt means that Costa Rica' s overall debt
load is approximately the same as its staggering externa debt was at the beginning of the
crisis two decades ago — US$4 hillion.

SAPs, as the policy manifestation of the larger neoliberal development model,
also have impacted profoundly the campesino sector. Specifically, they squeeze
campesinos in three ways. First, access to credit and state support for traditional
productive and livelihood activities has shrunk, if not altogether disappeared (Paz 1999;
Rodriguez 1993). Second, the political power of campesinos has been reduced, in part
because of state shrinkage and in part because of the disproportionate organizational
power of urban and agribusiness sectors that comes with capitalist development and
modernization (see Nelson 1989). Third, the parameters of political debate have been
narrowed to consideration only of free-market values. Policy narratives that do not favor
the free-market are less likely to resonate with policymakers (see Kaimowitz 1996). In
the sections below, | outline the history of SAPsin Costa Rica and the subsequent effects

on the agricultural sector and the environment.

Mounting Debt and the Adoption of SAPs

The debt crisis of the early 1980s laid bare serious structura faultsinthe PLN’s
development model. The economy had stagnated, triple-digit inflation ensued as the
value of the coldn fell, unemployment rose, the external debt increased as interest rates
on foreign loans rose, and the price of coffee, Costa Rica s principal export, dropped
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abroad at the same time the price of petroleum imports increased.?® The country had the
highest per capita debt load in the world in the early 1980s (Solis 1997). Costa Ricaaso
was saddled with abloated public sector. The state was the country’s largest employer,
providing jobs to over athird of the labor force (Molinaand Palmer 2000; Solis 1997), a
reflection of the PLN’s history of rewarding supporters with government posts. The fiscal
deficit during the late 1970s was nearly 8% of GDP (Meléndez-Howell 1997:55).

The economic downturn coincided with a shift toward a global economic
discourse stressing the primacy of the free market as the motor of development.
Similarly, in Costa Ricathe early 1980s saw the consolidation of atwo-party political
system as the ephemeral free-market, social conservative coalitions opposed to the PLN
organized themselves formally as the Social Christian Unity Party (PUSC).* The PUSC
is popularly conceived of today as the supporter of neoliberalism while the PLN stands
for the social interventionist state. Nevertheless, because of fiscal constraints and under
strong pressure from the | Fls, both parties have implemented neoliberal reformsto a
similar degree, leaving little practical difference between the two (Wilson 1996). Indeed,
this commitment was formalized in 1995 when then President Figueres of the PLN
signed a pact with his predecessor Rafael Calderdn of the PUSC cementing a bipartisan
agreement to step up the implementation of neoliberal policies and dismantle the last
vestiges of the welfare state constructed by the fathers of the two men. The real-world

effect and symbolism of the pact ingnited public protest in front of the presidential

% See Dornsbusch 1989 for a description of the evolution of the debt crisis.
% The two parties reflect the personalized politics of Costa Rica— the son of revolutionary victor Figueres
(of the PLN) succeeded revolutionary loser Calderdon’s son (of the PUSC) as president in the 1990s.
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palace, which was quickly quashed by government security forces (Molina & Palmer

2000:139-140).**

Despite the trend toward neoliberalism, important features of the old state-led
development model persist, and Costa Ricansin general tend to regard the state as a
positive force in society, both inits role as service provider (Hum. Dev. Report 1996) and
protector of the lower and middle classes (Wilson 2000). Nonetheless, due principally to
the perceived similarities between the two main politica parties and to widespread

corruption throughout the government,*

CostaRicans' traditiona pridein their
democratic institutions has fallen to unprecedented levels, and confidence in the
country’s celebrated political system isweak (State of Nation 7). For brief periodsin
2000 and again in 2004, agriculture, trucking, and public sector employees blocked roads

in protest against tightened vehicle standards, dwindling agricultural support,

31 Some protesters, including public school teachers, reportedly were kicked in the face by Costa Rican
government troops trained by the Chilean secret police.

32 Two-thirds of the cabinet have resigned during current President Pacheco’s PUSC administration, adding
to the shock of the news that former President Calderon (1990-1994, son of the Civil War era Calderon and
founder of PUSC) wasinvolved in a multimillion dollar fraud involving Norwegian health care aid during
his term of office and |eading analysts to declare the country in severe political crisis. President Rodriguez
(1998-2002) arrived in Costa Ricain handcuffsin October of 2004 after resigning from his charge as OAS
General Sectertary in the wake of reports that he embezzled over $1million US during histime in office.
Similar rumors are beginning to swirl about former President Figueres (1994-1998), and many observers
are claiming that the current round of scandals is threatening the very core and stability of Costa Rican
democracy.

33 After arecord abstention ratein the 1998 elections (La Republica, Oct. 10, 2001), emerging parties
representing both libertarian and socia welfare ideologies impacted greatly the vote totals of the PLN and
PUSC in the 2002 presidentia and legislative assembly elections (La Republica, Nov. 5, 2001 & Dec. 6,
2001). Indeed, an upstart third party focused on | eft-leaning agricultural policy won enough of the 2002
presidentia vote to force the two major party candidates to a runoff. The party later split into factions.
Libertarians also won afair number of |egidative seats and have been strategically inspired in blocking any
legislation hinting at the least trace of government influence on the economy.

Gregory Basco, University of Missouri-St. Louis
Market, Community, and Nature: The Politics of Ecotourismin Costa Rica, Chapters2 & 3
68



privatization of nationalized industries, and the Central American Free Trade Agreement,
effectively bringing economic activity to a halt.®*

Y et in the immediate wake of the debt crisis, President Rodrigo Carazo (1978-
1982) refused to submit to IMF pressure and went as far as expelling IMF personnel from
Costa Rica.® As the economy went into atailspin, however, Costa Rica eventually
adopted two World Bank/IMF structural adjustment loan (SAL) packagesin the 1980s,
both of which strongly reflected US President Reagan’ s supply-side economics. SAL |
was approved in 1985 and consisted of US$83.5 million total to increase non-traditional
exports, stimulate private investment, loosen government regulation on industry, reduce
taxes, shrink the state, and devalue the currency to make exporting more attractive to
foreign investors. SAL Il was approved in November 1989 and consisted of $200 million,
in exchange for which the government pledged to decrease state spending and inflation,
continue with non-traditional exports, lift restrictions on grain imports while cutting
credit for domestic staple crop production, continue currency devaluation, and promote
maquiladora and free-trade zones (Hansen-Kuhn 1993:7).

Aside from the influence of SALs, the US Agency for International Development
(USAID) effectively served as one of Costa Rica’s most important policymaking bodies
during the 1980s and early 1990s.

“The bulk of USAID funding to Costa Rica during this period supported the
development of non-traditional agricultural exports, imports of basic grains from US
farmers under the Food-for-Peace (P.L. 480) program, and the privatization of the state-
owned (agricultural) marketing board. USAID money has also been used to leverage
compliance with Bank and IMF conditions, with disbursements often held up until these

3 |n the most recent episode, the national military police broke the blockade by rousing sleeping truckers
with tear gasin the middle of the night.
% Carazo was from a rural zone of Costa Rica and considered himself a protector of the farmer and the
country’ sright to feed itself and make its own decisions (author interview at former President Carazo’'s
home, Escazu, Costa Rica, June 15, 2000).
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conditions were fulfilled...Between 1948 and 1980, US economic assistance to Costa Rica
totaled US $282 million. This figure skyrocketed to US $1.33 billion over the next decade,
with annual expenditures jumping over 16-fold as the United States opened up a southern
front in the Contra War against Nicaragua, using Costa Rican territory to supply the rebels
(Hansen-Kuhn 1993:8).”

Indeed, former president Oscar Arias' top advisor, John Biehl, went so far asto
characterize USAID’ sinvolvement in Costa Rica as the establishment of a parallel
state.** USAID funds had accumulated from $20 million in 1982 to over $730 million by
1987, and many private sector organizations set up with the funds mirrored functions
formerly assigned to state entities, including educational institutions, agricultura pricing
boards, and development planning agencies (Shallat 1989). Some have extended the
parallel state argument to the conservation sphere as well. For instance, USAID
reportedly exercised considerable influence in the drafting of the new National System of
Conservation Areas (SINAC) hill in the early 1990s,* which sought to decentralize state
management of protected areas. This restructuring was suggested strongly under the
conditions of anew PL-480 law the Costa Rican government needed to sign to guarantee
cheap imports of staple crops from the US. Accordingly, the text of the Environment
Ministry’s bill was prepared in part by consultants funded with USAID money

(Rodriguez 1993:104-119.)

From Rice and Beansto Flowers and Pineapples

In the realm of agriculture, structural adjustment programsin Costa Rica
overwhelmingly have benefited the capital accumulation nexus. Just 25 years ago, Costa

Ricawas a country of larger banana, beef, coffee and sugar cane producers mixed with

% Biehl, a Chilean, reportedly was forced out by US pressure shortly thereafter (Shallat 1989).
3" The bill that eventually formed the basis of the 1995 Environment Law
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small to medium-sized producers of those same crops plus beans, rice, corn, and

mi scellaneous vegetable and fruit crops. Today, Costa Ricans still eat tortillas, but the
corn likely is from the midwest of the US. A typical plate of rice and beans may boast
Costa Rican beans, but the rice may be Californian. Bread and flour tortillas (fairly new
as staples of the Costa Rican diet) are likely to be made from US wheat processed,
packaged, and distributed by a Mexican transnational food conglomerate. A drive
through the countryside reveal s not amosaic of large and small plantings but rather
kilometers of banana, pineapple, pam heart, ornamental plant, sugar cane, orange, and
melon plantationsin the lowlands and cut flowers and leatherleaf fern greenhousesin the
highlands. Large abandoned pastures with a scattering of cows dominate some areas, and
privately-owned nature reserves, publicly protected forests, and large reforestation
projects are ever more evident. Hotels, restaurants, and souvenir shops are nearly
ubiquitous. Small to medium-sized dairy, coffee, and staple crop farms persist in some
regions, but the landscape is noticeably different than it was 10 years ago.

Of CostaRica stota land areatoday, 55.7% is dedicated to agricultural
production, second only to El Salvador in Central America. Of Costa Rica s agricultural
land, 120,000 hectares are dedicated to production for domestic consumption while
220,000 hectares are dedicated to export crops, making it the only Central American
country in which more agricultural land is dedicated to production for foreign rather than
national markets (Chaverri 2001: 35). Nearly twice as much land was devoted to bananas
asto beans, the country’ s main staple crop, in 2001 (INEC 2004:168). Non-traditional
exports made up 10.5% of agricultural production in 1980 but by 2001 accounted for

33%. Basic grains' share of production shrank from 7% in 1980 to 1.8% in 2001.
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Traditional exports such as coffee, banana, and sugar cane represented 50% of
agricultural production in 1980 but fell to 28.3% by 2001. Livestock has remained stable
at around 26% (Proyecto Estado de la Nacion 2001: 178-179).

Incentives for the new non-traditional agricultural export crops have been directed
toward large investors. Local farmers ssmply do not have the collatera to take out loans
for non-traditional agricultural production and cannot cover the high start-up costs
associated with intensive chemical use needed to start production. The only way small
producers have been able to participate in the Agriculture of Change program put in place
by SAL Il isthrough supplier contracts with larger agribusiness corporations, which
amounts to a monopsony situation in which the producers have little or no leveragein
terms and pricing. Approximately 85% of tradable tax credits dictated under SAL 1I's
Agriculture of Change program have gone to five MNCs, with over 25% going to the
local Del Monte subsidiary. Forty percent of macadamia production, 52% of cut-flower
production, and 46% of pineapple cultivation is controlled by foreigners (Hansen-Kuhn
1993:12-13). While Costa Ricais encouraged to do away with subsidies and price
supports through the National Production Council (CNP), the US funneled $56.6 billion
in subsidies and export promotion activities for its own farmers between 1990 and 1995.
Not surprisingly, Costa Rica' s main imports are wheat, corn, and soybeans from US
surplus stocks to replace the staple crops formerly grown on Costa Rican soil for

domestic consumption (Kroeger and Montanye 684-85).%® Even with near 50% import

% Kroeger, Timm and Dawn Montanye. 2000. “An Assessment of the Effectiveness of Structural
Adjustment Policiesin CostaRica.” In Charles Hall, Quantifying Sustainable Development: The Future of
Tropical Economies. Academic Press. San Diego, CA.
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tariffs, Costa Rican highland crops such as potatoes and onions are more expensive than
similar Guatemalan products (Mufioz 2000).

The environmental effect of the intensification of export agriculture and shift to
non-traditional productsis linked to the new crops’ agrochemical requirements and
driven by the fickle North American consumer market. The application of pesticides on
CostaRica s agricultural land averages 20 kg per year on each hectare (Chaverri 2001:
35), afigure surpassed just barely by Panama, placing both countries well above other
Central American countries. World Resources Institute figures place Costa Ricathird in
the world in total agrochemical use, with a staggering figure of 18,000 kg reportedly
applied on each hectare of cropland (WRI 1997). In terms of pesticide use per capita,
Central America boasts the world' s worst regional record. Costa Ricais third highest in
thisregion (behind Belize and Panama), and pesticide use per capitain the 1990s has
varied from three to four times the world average (Arbel&ez and Henao 2002:10-13).%
Though there does exist a handful of successful organic farms and cooperatives, small
and large growers apply pesticides equally indiscriminately, and a strong state/business
alliance has evolved to ensure the dominance of chemical-based agriculture (Abarca
2001:10; Fundacion CR-USA 2002:93). While today this alliance is economic, the
philosophy of agrochemical use emerged from the Green Revolution, which labeled
traditional Costa Rican peasant practices of crop rotation, tree cover crops, and organic

fertilizers as primitive and inefficient (Nygren 2000).

% Arbeldez, Maria Patricia and Samuel Henao. 2002. Situacion Epidemiol dgica de las Intoxicaciones
Agudas por Plaguicidas en € Istmo Centroamericano. Panamerican Health Organization: San José, Costa
Rica
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Bananas account for a significant portion of agrochemical application and have
nearly tripled in planting area since the 1980s, clearing land and expanding production
areas into the northern and southern Caribbean zones. These operations are dominated by
transnational corporations that rely on cheap labor and liberal use of highly toxic
pesticides (Rodriguez 1993). Though bananas occupy only 5% of CostaRica's
agricultural land, their cultivation accounts for over 35% of pesticide application. The
pesticides include highly toxic nematicides and herbicides, such as Paraguat, that are
banned in most developed countries. Pesticide application accounts for over 1/3 of
bananas production costs (Center for Environmental Studies 1997:107-108). Practiced
approximately once every 45 days 10 years ago, crop spraying on banana plantationsis
now aweekly occurrence because Sgatoka fungus is becoming resistant to commonly
used chemicals. Only about 5% of the chemical agents applied through crop spraying
actually hit their target, and worker towns and compounds adjacent to the fields are
exposed to the airborne chemicals (author interview with Herndn Hermosilla). Pesticide
residuein liquid form is blamed for degradation of Costa Rica’'s Caribbean coast coral
reefs, and pesticide soaked plastic bags used to protect fruit from pests during growth are
disposed of haphazardly, making their way from drainage ditches to the ocean. These
bags have been found in the stomach contents of endangered species of seaturtles, which
evidently mistake the bags for jellyfish and suffocate or succumb to the intoxicating
effects of the chemicals (Center for Environmental Studies 1997: 106; Kroeger and
Montanye 2000: 675). Groups looking for a government ban on Paraguat have been
thwarted at every turn by the Ministry of Agriculture and the agribusiness |lobbies
(Vargas and Iglesias 2001:40).
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Pesticide application outside the banana areas a so has been rising, even as
cultivated area has remained constant. Much of thisincrease is attributable to methyl
bromide, a soil fumigant used widely in the production of non-traditional exports such as
cantal oupe and cut flowers (Chaverri 2001: 34).*° Fern production in Costa Rica,
principaly in the areas between Grecia and Alguela on the lower western flanks of the
Poas volcano where the waters flow into the Central Valley for human consumption, has
been stimulated by state-sponsored Tax Incentive Bonds. As aresult, leatherleaf fern
cultivation had increased from 1,050 hectaresin 1997 to over 1600 hectares by 2001.
These ferns generated $58.8 million USin 1999, making Costa Rica the number one fern
producer in the world.** Export takes place through the forei gn-owned intermediary firm
Golden Green, which shipsthe leaves to the US and Europe. The ferns are grownin
densely packed nursery-like plantations covered with black shade cloth and receive

frequent applications of pesticides, from 3 times per week to once every 15 days.

Workers come generally from poorly educated sectors of the population (78%
have attended only primary school) and are non-unionized even in the face of work that
involves low pay, high risk of chemical contamination, and non-recognition of overtime
and holidays during peak harvesting periods. Over 15,000 families depend to some
degree on fern production while the crop’s cultivation and chemical use puts some

500,000 people potentially at risk of water-borne carcinogens from runoff into nearby

“0 Chaverri, Fabio. 2001. “ Situacién General del Uso de Agroquimicos en Costa Rica: Su Impacto en la
Salud y el Ambiente.” Memoria del Foro Sectorial. El Uso de los Plaguicidas y su Relacion con €
Desarrollo en Costa Rica: Ponencias, Preguntas, Respuestas, y Conclusiones. Proyecto
PLAGSALUD/Panamerican Health Organization/World Health Organi zation: San José, Costa Rica.

! Note that these are leather |eaf ferns whose single fronds are exported for usein flower arrangements.
Similarly to cut flowers, market requirements for leaves free of spots or other defects almost certainly must
help to drive the high pesticide usein Costa Rica.
Gregory Basco, University of Missouri-St. Louis
Market, Community, and Nature: The Politics of Ecotourismin Costa Rica, Chapters2 & 3
75



streams and rivers, arisk exacerbated by fern growers’ insistence on extending planting
areas beyond legal limits near waterways in the mountainous terrain (above drawn from
Castillo 2001). The Institutional Defense Council of Algjuela, acitizens' group, has filed
two Supreme Court injunctions against the Health Ministry for not taking action on the
fern producers, alleging contamination of waters and operations without even municipal
permits.*? The court upheld the injunctions, ordering the Ministry of Health to shut down
the producers but action has been taken neither by the Ministry nor the municipalities

(PLAGSALUD 2001:60).

At the same time that large-scale cultivation of non-traditional crops for export
was increasing and traditional crops decreasing, further emphasis was being placed on the
industrial sector with the opening of maquiladora and free-trade zones near the
international airport. From 1995 to 2001 alone, the absolute value of manufacturing
imports more than doubled while agricultural exports actually decreased dlightly. The
relative importance of the two sectorsin terms of export participation went from
approximately equal to anearly 3to 1 advantage in favor of industry (COMEX 2004).
Agriculture accounted for approximately 10% of gross domestic product while
manufacturing made up nearly 22% in 2001 (INEC 2004:217). The double shiftin
production emphasis had important demographic consequences related to the increasing
urbanization of Costa Rican society. A bare majority (51%) of the population lived in
rural areasin 1987. By 2001, nearly 60% of the by then much larger population lived in
urban areas (MINAE 2002). Y et at the same time, 87% of the country’s population lives

fewer than 10 km from a forested area (Proyecto Estado de la Nacion 2001: 196).

“2 The most basic operating permits required of any business in Costa Rica
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Forestry is another area where the influence of the capital accumulation nexus and
its power resources have affected campesino livelihoods. Grassroots forestry policy in the
late 1980s and early 1990s was articulated most strongly by the Peasant Forestry
Department (DECAFOR) within the General Forestry Directorate (DGF) of the Ministry
of Natural Resources, Energy, and Mines (MIRENEM). DECAFOR served asthe
catalyst for the development of the campesino forest sector, encouraging the initial
raising and planting of seedlings, promotion of local organizations and the national
umbrella group JUNAFORCA (National Forest Peasant Association), and provision of
extension services to campesinos with newly established plantations. Important financial
resources were directed expressly at promoting multiple-use reforestation by campesinos
and at strengthening campesino organization (Canet 2000). Advance Forestry Bond
Certificates (Cafa), for instance, could be used by locally resident members of campesino
organizations, e.g., farmers cooperatives, to reforest only on properties smaller than 25
hectares. In addition, the Forestry Development Fund (FDF) financed by the Dutch
government paid 70% of reforestation costs for plots up to 5 hectares in size for a period
of five years (Segura 2000). Importantly, the FDF funds could be used for agroforestry
and silvopastoral plantings as well as plantation forestry, making it attractive to many
campesinos who could not afford to take land out of immediately productive use (Basco,
personal observations 1992-94). By the mid-1990s, these efforts had begun to build up a
network of economic activities organized around forestry, including nurseries, plantation
hands, artisans, and wood processors, and the campesino sector was preparing for a

significant cycle of harvesting, processing, and marketing (Canet 2000).
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With support from key state agencies and an organized campesino sector, draft
bills for anew forestry law in the early 1990s sought to extend grassroots forestry
initiatives. Nonethel ess, opposition proposals emerged that would shift policy emphasis
to large scale timber production and forest protection. Timber industrialists gained
support from USAID to draft a counterbill and form the Costa Rican Forestry Chamber
(CCF), and the environment ministry’ s priorities moved to restructuring the institution
and pursuing carbon-offset agreements emphasi zing the absol ute protection of large tracts
of forest. After a protracted struggle spanning two presidential administrations, Forestry
Law No. 7575 passed in 1996 with few provisions in support of grassroots forestry (Silva
1997, 1999). The law formally established the new National System of Conservation
Areas (SINAC) and in so doing eliminated the DGF and demoted the DECAFOR to a
mere paper office scrambling for international funds to keep programs afloat (Canet
2000).*® Timber interests received representation in the renamed environment ministry
(MINAE) viathe newly created National Forestry Office (ONF). The financial incentives
directed at grassroots forestry were also phased out in favor of a system of environmental
service payments (ESPs) for forest protection, management, and reforestation that would
be administered by the new National Forestry Financia Fund (FONAFIFO).
Environmental service payments for forest protection and sustainable management now
have a minimum size requirement (at least 2 hectares) and reforestation a 1 hectare
minimum. Thus rather than a maximum size limit for program participation, participation

by small landholdersis effectively discouraged, and incentives have gone

*3 The DECAFOR office was moved to the far outskirts of San José and the small staff are not notified of
meetings by their parent Environment Ministry.
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overwhelmingly to larger landowners for absolute protection of forests, monoculture
reforestation, and even selective logging (Basco and Silva forthcoming).

For on the ground officers of the ESP program, working with collective groups of
small farmers has proved difficult because of organizational problems, leading many of
the NGOs facilitating ESPs to focus on individual landowners (Gonzalez October 16,
2004).** Some important officials at the national level argue that small farmer
participation would serve only to dilute conservation objectives and to increase
transaction costs for state bureaucrats and NGOs in charge of the program. One
FONAFIFO officia said simply that participatory democracy can get in the way of red
conservation (Sanchez 2000).

Nevertheless, the current minister of the environment, a staunch environmentalist
himself, has stalled the promotion of contracts for selective logging and begun to
apportion some funds for agroforestry, which is attractive to smaller landholders. Y et
because these choices are at the annual discretion of the sitting minister and because
ministers tend to serve only one administrative term in Costa Rica, the current scheme
may well be altered by after the 2006 presidential elections (Gonzalez 2004). Thus the
1996 Forestry Law generally has served to weaken campesino interests while at the same
time strengthening the positions of both timber and conservation advocates, a curious
marriage of the capital accumulation nexus and conservative and moderate el ements of

the ecodevel opment nexus (see Basco and Silva forthcoming).

“4 Pedro Gonza ez, aforestry engineer and director of the FUNDECOR office in Saraipiqui told me that it
is possible that including social scientists on ESP promotion teams may well have improved their success
in working with campesino groups. Nonethel ess, the national ESP system does not provide for this. The
important point isthat the system simply is not set up to foment the participation of the small landholder.
Without explicit provisions for campesino participation, economy of scale will naturally ensure a
distribution of ESP contractsto larger landholders.
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M arket Sustainable Development — Parks and Tourism

As economic development continued apace and deforestation accelerated as fast
as anywhere else in the world, foreign scientists and Costa Rican environmentalists set
about building the country’ s national park system. Today that system, combined with
continued innovations in conservation policy, protects nearly  of the country’sland
area. Costa Rica s achievements in this area are testament to a dedicated and cregative
group of Costa Rican conservationists and their skill at tapping into internationa funding
sources and cultivating the political support of Costa Rican presidents and legislators
(Evans 1999; Wallace 1993). The number and diversity of Costa Rican parksis
astounding for such a small country and a hike through any one of themis an
unforgettable experience. Nonetheless, Costa Rica’' s conservation model, based originally
on the US national park system and more recently the efficiency driven notion of
environmenta economics, has failed to effectively engage the campesino sector. This
failure has much to do with the political power of the capital accumulation nexus and
conservative to moderate elements of the ecodevel opment nexus, which leads to an
emphasis on efficiency and economy of scale in conservation (see Basco and Silva
forthcoming) and is strengthened by biologists' failure to recognize the long-term

ecological value of small forest fragments on campesino lands (Bien 2004).°

Thus the livelihood needs of rural populations near protected areas have in large

part been considered of only secondary importance and even where contempl ated

> These forests are key in providing seed source for the eventual recuperation of forestsin the areas
between the national parks and private reserves.
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explicitly, the process of local development has been oversimplified. At times local
people have even been displaced (without compensation) by the creation of national
parks and state-backed private reserves. The dominant conservation model likewise has
tended to ignore agricultural development in the rural areas, leading to massive
contamination of the country’s natural resources. Indeed, it is not hyperbole to suggest
that Costa Ricain large part reflects the extension of the US business v. environment
conflict to foreign soil. Geographer Susan Place describes the basic conflict:

“In Costa Rica...rurd areas underwent rapid restructuring in which large scale
commercial production of non-traditional crops (and intensified traditional crops)
progressively replaced peasant farming, the country’s historic economic base.
Bananas, pineapples, oranges, teak, ornamental plants, and cattle pastures
replaced tropical forest and peasant farms. This restructuring of rura space came
into direct conflict with the increasing demand for preservation of wild places,
particularly tropical forests, for ecotourism and...botanical prospecting by
pharmaceutical companies (Place 1995:162).”

Progressive Costa Rican academic Silvia Rodriguez, citing US Department of
State documentsin her controversial Ph.D. thesis, offers an interesting twist, arguing that
the Costa Rican park system and tourism were conceived expressly to serve the interests
of transnational agricultural and business interests. Protecting national parksin tropical
America, she argued, was a non-coercive way for the USto preserve wild genetic
repositories important to US agricultural interests. At the same time, tourism could
provide local governments with foreign currency and US citizens with investment and

recreational opportunities (Rodriguez 1993:55-60).

Regardless of their origins, Costa Rica' s famed efforts at rainforest conservation
effectively seem to reinforce a sort of unspoken agreement between the capital

accumulation nexus and the more conservative elements of the ecodevel opment nexus.
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Aslong as forests are protected, conservative ecodevel opment groups seem not to be
overly concerned with what happens outside them, and the capital accumulation nexus
can abide by the parks and private protected areas as long as they do not inhibit economic
freedom. Recently, the emergence of environmental valuation of forests has come into
favor, combining the interests of these groups in areas such as bioprospecting, tourism,
and environmental service payments. Thus the pursuit of market sustainable development
in Costa Rica has precluded the emergence of the more holistic model of conservation
advocated by the social reform nexus and the more grassroots-friendly elements of the
ecodevel opment nexus. This balance of power is reflected in the direction of ecotourism
today as market ecotourism continues to dominate Costa Rica' s ecotourist offerings. In
this section, | describe Costa Rica' s rainforest conservation efforts and the devel opment
of ecotourism, paying specia attention to the influence of the capital accumulation nexus

and its ecodevelopment allies in shaping policy and priorities.

Rainforests and The National Parks

Perhaps the single most important figure in stimulating interest in the idea of a
national park system was Olof Wessberg, aformer Swedish Air Force captain who
arrived in Costa Ricain 1955 and bought land on the Nicoya Peninsulain Guanacaste
province. Enchanted by the beauty of the forest he and his wife Karen found, but
apprehensive about its rapid clearing by local people, he began writing letters soliciting
donations from international conservation organizations to buy more land for a park.

When the Costa Rican government agreed to manage the funds and the mai ntenance of
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the park, the first donation arrived from the World Wildlife Fund, and the Nationa Park
System was born.* The first directors were Mario Boza and Alvaro Ugalde, young
biology students at the University of Costa Ricawho were inspired to emulate the US
national park system in Costa Rica after visits to the Great Smoky Mountains to do
graduate coursework. The two did an outstanding job in overcoming financia difficulties
and understaffing (the U.S. Peace Corps frequently was enlisted to help), and the park
system and conservation movement soon began expanding rapidly (Boza, 1993; Evans
1999; Wallace, 1992; Weinberg, 1991). By 1993, there were over one hundred
environmenta groups operating in the country, most funded and/or run by North
Americans (Boza 1993:240).

In his meticulously detailed study of the development of Costa Rica’s national
parks, American environmental writer David Rains Wallace stated that “By the time the
Wessbergs arrived, nature-loving gringos were all over the map (1992:12).” Indeed,
prominent biologists such as Alexander Skutch and Leslie Holdridge owned rainforest
property, and Archie Carr was studying sea turtles on the Atlantic Coast. Their presence
led to North American university involvement and the establishment of reserves
dedicated to tropical science research. Most notableisthe La Selvabiological station,
which isrun by the Organization for Tropical Studies, a consortium of severa
universities headquartered at Duke University. The Monteverde Cloud Forest Preserve,
one of the most-studied tropical forest reservesin the world, was created from the
watershed reserve set aside by the group of Alabama Quakers that settled in northwest

CostaRicain the 1950s. The Reserve was the brainchild of American biologist George

“6 Wessberg was decapitated with a machete, alegedly by a hitman with anti-conservation ties, while
scouting land for arainforest park on the Osa Peninsulain 1975.
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Wallace and is currently managed by the Tropical Science Center, an NGO founded by
American biologists Leslie Holdridge and Joseph Tosi. One of the largest and more
recently created parks, the Guanacaste National Park, is primarily the result of the
initiatives and fund-raising of one U.S. biologist, the irascible Daniel Janzen (Allen 2000;
Thrupp 1990:246). The adjacent Santa Rosa National Park was promoted by Kenton
Miller, anoted American national park specialist. American biologist John Milton pushed
for the protection of the Talamanca Biosphere Reserve, and another American biologist,
Gordon Frankie, was active in the Lomas Barbudal area. The World Wildlife Fund was a
crucia player in the establishment of the Gandoca-Manzanillo Wildlife Refuge, and
ANALI, agroup founded by an American biologist, oversees conservation and
environmenta education programs in the area (see Rodriguez 1993:73-75 for all of the
above).

Daniel Janzen argued that “[Biologists are] in charge of the future of tropical
ecology... Only tropical biologists have the expertise and mandate to determine whether
the tropical agroscapeisto be populated by humans...[or] contain some islands of greater
nature... If biologists want a tropics in which to biologize, they are going to have to buy it
with care, energy, efforts, strategy, time, and cash (Thrupp 1990:250).” Indeed, foreign
biologists appealed to the international community, at the behest of and often in concert
with cash-strapped Costa Rican conservation officids, to provide funds for parklands and
management.*’ International donors, to name but afew, include the MacArthur

Foundation, World Wildlife Fund, The Nature Conservancy, the New Y ork Zoological

" Interestingly, it was biologist Dan Janzen's fundraising campaign to experiment with involving local
people and sustai nable consumptive land use in the Guanacaste Nationa Park, that caused conflict with
Costa Rican park officias, who were molded in the traditional US model of parks as absol ute reserves
rather than part of alarger socioecological system (Allen 2000).
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Society, Wildlife Conservation International, the Sierra Club, the Children’ s Rainforest
Fund, the Swedish International Development Agency, the Canadian International
Development Agency, and USAID. The international influence in conservation continues
to the present day. International groups have carved out their geographical niches, and the
funding for the country’s system of conservation areasis averitable aphabet soup of
international players. Costa Rican academic Silvia Rodriguez describes the influence:

“Funds granted by USAID go to FUNDECOR (Central Cordillera Development
Foundation) that administers the Cordillera Volcanica Central Conservation Unit
(CU). World Wildlife Fund (WWF) does the same with Corcovado CU through
the NGOs Boscosa and the Neotropica Foundation. The Nationa Parks
Foundation administers external funds, coming from the Nature Conservancy,
WWEF, PL-480 and some others, and has invested in Guanacaste CU, Tempisque
CU, and Amistad CU. The European Economic Community and the IUCN have
set their realms in Tortuguero CU, and Catholic Relief (CARE) has done the
same in Talamanca CU and Tempisque CU...The foundations do not only
administer public and private funds but they are in charge of employing various
types of personnel, and also bid for public areas facilities. The most outstanding
case at present is GCU, where only four out of one hundred employees are paid
directly out of funds controlled by the state through the National Parks Service
(Rodriguez 1993:114).”

Adding private reserves to the picture makes the case even more striking.
Consider the northern lowland region of Sarapiqui, Costa Rica' s fastest growing
ecotourism region (Chavarria June 25, 2004). The largest protected area is the Braulio
Carillo Nationa Park, controlled by the Costa Rican Environment Ministry. Private
forests of important size include La Selva (run by the American consortium the

Organization for Tropical Studies),*® Rara Avis (an ecolodge and forest reserve owned by

8 La Selvais known by Costa Rican environmentalists as a “gringo enclave” (Garcia, author interview
January 20, 2001). As of early 2000, La Selvataking its government environmental service payments for
protecting the La Selva and investing them in the hiring of more armed guards to protect the perimeter
(Matlock, author interview, September 6, 2000). The director in 2005, however, has been more open to
environmental education, but the only outreach is funded through grants, not as part of the normal
operating budget (persona observations 2005).
Gregory Basco, University of Missouri-St. Louis
Market, Community, and Nature: The Politics of Ecotourismin Costa Rica, Chapters2 & 3
85



American biologist Amos Bien),* Selva Verde (an ecolodge and forest reserve owned by
an American travel company),> Tirimbina (former property of American botanist Robert
Hunter and now a private rainforest reserve owned and run by the Milwaukee Public
Museum of Wisconsin),”* LaHacienda (alarge forest owned by an American ornamental
plant exporter), and La Martita (an unprotected forest owned by a Costa Rican absentee
landholder). Government-financed protection, selective logging, and reforestation
schemes on private land are planned, implemented, and monitored by the Central
Volcanic Foundation (FUNDECOR), founded by USAID. Surrounding these forests are
extensive pineapple plantations (owned by former executives of Del Monte and the
American owner of the Collin Street Bakery chain) and massive banana plantations
(owned by Dole and Chiquita).>

While the Jaun Castro Blanco protected zone in the Central highlands was
declared a national park expressly because of pressure from a broad public coalition
(CEPAL 1992), those created because of outside interests are far more typical. Indeed, in
numerous instances, landowners have been evicted from their lands to create parks or
private protected areas of international fame. The celebrated Children’s International
Rainforest was purchased by the Monteverde Conservation League (MCL) through funds
collected by Swedish and other developed country schoolchildren in what was billed as a
success story. Y et the MCL currently isfighting an intense and expensive legal battle to

legitimize their claims to this land because squatters were living and farming in part of

“9 Rara Avis has made important and innovative efforts at making tourism benefit the local community.
% This American travel company provides funding to an NGO active in conservation and community
devel opment.
*! Tirimbina provides environmental education to local schools.
%2 Data from personal observations and miscellaneous conversations during my tenure as director of a
conservation NGO in Sarapiqui, founded by American tourism investors.
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the area at the time of the reserve's creation (Englander 2000). Some of these peasant
farmers moved on to other areas nearby and now are trying to cash in on Monteverde's
ecotourism fame because farming is not profitable (Barquero 2000). llse Acosta of the
National Peasant Forum offered another typical examplein her audience before the

legislative commission in charge of the recent Environmental Services hill:

“Protected areas are declared in spite of existing campesino populations, and
that's where the problems of restricted land use begin. People come around
handing out flyers saying that Danish children bought up land for the Colorado
biological corridor. Then they hand out more flyers saying that the Neotropical
Foundation is sending out land surveyors to map the protected area borders, and
that the campesinos will have to leave their lands.”*®

While the government listens to foreign biologists and Costa Rican
environmentalists expressing their concern over the fate of the country’ s rainforests,
urban consumption and contamination continues unabated, argue campesino leaders.
Further, government enforcement of environmental laws seems biased against
campesinos. By some reports, the campesino reaction against expropriation and structural
adjustment more broadly is less about money than about violations of their rights to own
apiece of Costa Rica and grow basic grains crops. Campesino leaders report that the vast
majority of farmers do not want to work in ecotourism. They farm because they are proud
to do so and because they work for themselves and rely on themselves (Solis 2001; MNC
2001). Campesinos view corn or bean crops as things of beauty and the fruits of honest
labor. As one farmer from the Tortuguero area remarked, “I’m proud to know that | sow

and produce food...for us to eat and for those San José gentleman to eat too. They don’t

%3 Asemblea Legislativa, Comisién Permanente de Asuntos Agropecuarios y Recursos Naturales,
Expediente No. 13.472, doc. no. 0000323. Authors’ trand ation from Spanish.
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produce anything. Thelivein adifferent way. It's a pleasure for me. That’s why we can
not leave these lands. We don’t want to leave (Rodriguez 1993:228).”

Y et more recently, some efforts have promoted grasssroots ecotourism and the
cultivation of non-forest products such as butterflies, tilapia, spices, medicina plants, and
exotic fruits. The most notable is the bilateral agreement between MINAE and the
Canadian International Development Agency, which channels funds to the Arena
Conservation Area (ACA). The program began in 1991 to promote sustainable land use
among local people in the buffer zones surrounding the newly declared Arenal Volcano
National Park (Urefia 1995). By including surrounding agricultural areasin planning and
local peoplein participation, the ACA program was a significant departure from the
dominant, exclusive model of conservation. The program is co-directed by aMINAE
representative and a Canadian representative of the World Wildlife Fund (Herrera 2000).
Grassroots ecotourism has formed a key component for a number of communitiesin the
vast ACA, which houses a nearly unbroken cloud forest corridor from San Ramon in the
south to Monteverde and the Tenorio National Park in the north. Nonetheless, funds tend
to go toward start-up loans and initial infrastructure costs. Technical assistanceis limited
to early project phases, future support and foundational training for organizational
capacity and business administration are scarce, marketing outlets for tourism and
associated products are lacking, and the initiatives are scattered and not linked in any way
to a broader cohesive state policy (Barquero 2001; Gonzéez 2000; Varela 2002). The
IDA isthe only state agency consistently promoting grassroots ecotourism to protect

forests and contribute to local livelihood on campesino settlement lands (Arrieta 2001).
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Despite the best efforts of the Environment Ministry and the environmental
community, Costa Rica currently has a difficult time protecting its existing national
parks, let alone the broader environment outside of them. Protected areas in Costa Rica
constitute 25.6% of the national territory (Table 3.1). However, only 12.6% of this
territory isin parks and reserves, the strictest protection categories, while the god is
19.5%. The state owes $54.7 million for 79,281 hectares in protected areas, a sum over
twice the amount of MINAE' s total operating budget for the year 2001 (INEC 2004:209).
Thus 11% of national park land, and 45% of biological reserves, national monuments and
natural reserves, remain in private property since the central state has not paid out the
nearly $55 million owed to the owners of these lands. The Costa Rican Nationa Network
of Private Reserves, with 102 members, comprises 1.1% of the national territory,
encompassing fully 65% of national wildlife refuges counted under protected area
schemes. Thus from 5% to 8% of the national territory is under private protection
(Proyecto Estado de la Nacién 2001: 64, 200).

Table 3.1: Costa Rican Protected Areas

Category Number of Units  Areain hectares % of national territory
National parks 25 623,773 12.2
Biological reserves 8 21,675 4
Protected zones 32 155,816 3.1
Forest reserves 11 227,834 4.5
Wildlife refuges 58 180,034 35
Wetlands 15 77,871 1.5
Others 12 17,305 3
Total 161 1,304,308 25.6

Source: Proyecto Estado de la Nacion 2001:199, citing internal MINAE/SINAC data

Fully 46%, for example, of Manuel Antonio National Park’s areais till in the

hands of private owners because the state has not compensated them for expropriations
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undertaken in the early 1970s.>* Only 1% of the 14,000 hectare Juan Castro Blanco
National Park has been paid for by the state. The other 99% isin the hands of one
extended family or hundreds of squatters, according to the competing claims dating back
to 1935 (Mendez 2000). To this end, the National Forestry Fund (FONAFIFO, in charge
of environmental services payments) has recently put funding emphasis on negotiating
contracts with those forest owners whose land is inside the boundaries of declared
protected areas (MINAE 2000:11).

National Public Radio correspondent John Burnett reported on the tribulations
faced by the Environment Ministry:

“‘I think paliticians have overestimated what we are doing in conservation,” says

Julio Calvo, director of the respected Tropical Science Center in San Jose. ‘It®

true weEe preserving natural forest, but it®©al so true that we have not been able to

stop deforestation or the pollution of our rivers’ Even the nation® chief

administrator of the protected areas system complains that most of the time he

feels like just another special interest begging for attention from the Costa Rican

legislature. ‘ The politicians have recognized that national parks have attracted a

lot of foreign currency because of ecotourism, and they use the environmental

issue in every political campaign,” says Carlos Manuel Rodriguez, who oversees

the nation®1.5 million acres of nature reserves. ‘ But there is not the political will

to really work to resolve our problems.” It® not that the parks cannot pay for

themselves: they earned US$4 million last year in entrance and research fees. But

Costa Rica® cash-poor central government has to raid these earnings in order to
pay for other urgent national needs (Burnett 1998).”*

Environment Ministry budgets have declined in real terms over the last decade
because while absol ute figures have remained constant no adjustments have been made
for inflation, which proceeds at approximately 10-15% per year. In 2000, debt service
accounted for 56% of government expenses while the MINAE budget totalled only 1%

(INEC 2004:209). At arecent public forum, new Environment Minister Carlos Manuel

% (La) Nacion. 2000. “Manuel Antonio se Desgrana.” February 4.

% Burnett, John. 1998. “Conservation and Deforestation in Costa Rican Parks.”
http: //for ests.or g/r ecent/1998/costapar.htm
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Rodriguez noted that the lack of funding for MINAE contributes significantly to the
problem of ineffective governance: “It’s atravesty. We have an Environment Ministry
that has one of the most complicated tasks because of the number of laws and dependent
agenciesthat guideit, but even the minimum resources necessary for the task are not
assigned (Exp. 14.585, Tomo I, 000360).”*® Upon taking office, the new Minister
reported having to beg nearby NGOs for a computer so that he could set up his office and

begin work.>’

Ecotourism and Economic Devel opment

Costa Rican ecotourism evolved out of a peculiar milieu of factors, including the
country’ s recent democratic tradition, astounding biodiversity, substantial commitment to
protecting the ecosystems housing that biodiversity, and the liberalization of the economy
and decentralization of the state on the heels of the 1980s debt crisis. The development of
ecotourism in Costa Rica can be traced through three stages: 1) the growth of the national
park system and the gradual attraction of tourists from the 1960s to the early 1980s; 2)
decentralization of natural resources management, state focus on promoting tourism, and
concomitant growth of ecotourism from the early 1980s to the mid-1990s; and 3) a subtle
yet important shift away from ecotourism toward beach and adventure tourism from the

late 1990s to the present day.

% Asemblea Nacional, Expediente 14.585, Comisién Permanente Especia de Ambiente, Ley del Recurso
Hidrico, MINAE
> Tico Times. 2002. “New Enviro Chief Sets Priorities.” Weekly Edition: Vol. VIII, No. 15, April 19-26.
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The first phase of ecotourism saw the birth of the Costa Rican Tourism Institute
(ICT), an autonomous state institution charged originally with constructing hotels,
marketing Costa Rica as a tourism destination, and managing and forming nationa parks
wherever it saw fit, including the 2 kilometer radius around all of the country’ s volcano
craters (Republic of Costa Rica 1955). Nonetheless, as discussed above, the national park
system emerged not from the efforts of the ICT but rather from increasing concern by
foreign (mostly US) scientists, who were troubled to see that the country’s magnificent
tropical rainforests were disappearing more quickly than they could be studied. These
scientists, attracted by Costa Rica s biodiversity and political stability, found strong allies
in asmall but dedicated group of Costa Rican environmentalists, and this genera
coalition eventually succeeded in convincing the executive branch to set aside extensive
lands for parks in the 1970s and 1980s. Ecotourism began to emerge and grow slowly as
foreign scientists and hardcore nature enthusiasts arrived to visit the country’ s growing
system of protected natural areas. From this original hardcore scientist type of ecotourist
evolved a more generally conservation-aware, environmentalist type traveler. The rise of
the rainforest as an important global issue was key in the development of this tourist type.
Multimedia attention by National Geographic, the World Wildlife Fund, and the
Smithsonian Institution brought the plight of the disappearing rainforest into the everyday
lexicon of baby boomersin the US. Next to follow were student backpacker type tourists
interested in nature and an “authentic” travel experience. Backpacker tourists, like
scientists before them, tend to opt for low-cost, rustic, and locally-owned cabins, small

hotels, and restaurants (Baez 1997:125; Honey 2003:41).
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The second phase of tourism, from the mid-1980s to the mid-1990s, saw sharp
growth in ecotourism as the country’ s international reputation as a safe and democratic
nature-lover’s paradise grew. A key turning point was Costa Rican President Oscar
Arias’ Nobel Peace Prize, which brought Costa Rica' s pacific character to the world stage
and helped to dispel the notion that the country was as war-torn and dangerous as its
Central American neighbors. Importantly, the debt crisis of the 1980s and subsequent
economic austerity measures adopted by the country at the behest of foreign creditors left
state cupboards bare. It quickly became clear that underfunded and understaffed state
environment ministries were unable to manage existing legally protected areas (Luna
1999; Nufiez Saravia 1999). At the same time, increasing conflicts over land use in and
around national parks led to a growing divide between the needs of the rural poor and the
desire of environmentalists to protect the country’ s forest ecosystems (see Anger 1989,
Thrupp 1990). Unequal land distribution and the expansion of public forest lands had
presented campesinos with a Hobson' s choice — move to the growing urban slums of San
José or migrate to ever more remote areas of marginal agricultural potential and at the
doorstep of nationa parks and reserves (Carriere 1991:192). Despite National Parks
Service Director Alvaro Ugalde' sinitia insistence on protecting nature absolutely and at
all costs, the mid and late 1980s saw the beginning of a significant shift away from the
“fence people out” mentality that had characterized the Costa Rican protected areas
system since its inception. The centrally administered protected area system, for instance,
came to be reorganized gradually into a National System of Conservation Areas
(SINAC), asystem of 11 regional conservation units divided by general ecosystem type

and watersheds (Evans 1999; Janzen 1986; MIRENEM 1995). Conservationists shifted
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gears from their earlier mentality and saw the park system fast becoming a series of
islandsin asea of environmental destruction. Following international discourse, President
Oscar Arias became convinced that a new approach was necessary. The national parks
needed to be integrated with society, not separate from it, and the goals of the
conservation areas broadened to include ecotourism in the national parks and sustainable
development in the buffer zones surrounding them (Evans 1999:154-181). State
incentives for reforestation were increased dramatically and with the specific goa of
addressing the wood use needs of campesinos through promotion of agroforestry and
fast-growing, multiple-use tree species (Canet 2000). Ecotourism became an important
conservation and development strategy and a viable way for the national parks to pay for
themselves and contribute to the rural economy (MIRENEM 1995). Thus the 1980s
reforms marked a turn from a state-centered, elitist model of conservation to a more
broad-based view of sustainable development that took into explicit account the
livelihood needs of campesinos (see Silva 1997, 1999).

With tourism in the national parks given an official green light, ICT promotional
spending increased to sell Costa Rica as anatural destination. As tourist infrastructure
improved, tour offerings diversified, small agriculture shrank, the rural labor pool
expanded, and more luxurious accommodations became available, Costa Rica saw the
arrival of what today is the fastest growing type of ecotourist — the “soft” or genera
ecotourist (Rovinski 1992). This tourist type is often composed of family or larger travel
groups who have little prior knowledge of nature or ecotourism. Throughout the general

period of this evolution (~1984 to 1994), visitation by US citizens grew by 276% and
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tourism’ s foreign exchange earnings by over 600%, surpassing coffee in 1990 and
overtaking bananasin 1993 (Baez 1997: 125-126).

Y et this growth in the soft ecotourism market was hardly spontaneous.
Government support of ecotourism from the mid 1980s through the mid 1990s was
stimulated by the need to earn foreign exchange to pay back the large external debt.
Structural adjustment and stabilization policies being promoted by the |Fls emphasi zed
trade liberalization and increases in foreign investment, and tourism became an important
strategic sector (Place 1995:166). With the international promotional campaigns
spearheaded by the ICT, tourist flow increased by 50% from 1988 to 1992 while
revenues increased 66% from 1989 to 1991 alone. Similarly, the number of hotel rooms
saw a63% increase from 1989 to 1992. Nonetheless, and as the disparity between the
increase in tourist and expenditure figures would indicate, incentives were targeted at
large-scal e development over the locally-owned small hostels and restaurants
characteristic of Costa Rica s early ecotourism. Regulation of tourism in achieving
environmental quality and social equity goals was left largely to the private sector
(Margh and Meadows 1992: 15-17).

Indeed, the state’' sinterest in the growth of tourism came to the fore emphatically
with the passage of the Tourism Development Incentives Law in 1985 (Republic of Costa
Rica 1985). This law was aimed at all sectors of the tourism industry®® and was designed
to contribute to national balance of payments, increase the domestic market for
construction and associated tourism supplies, create direct and indirect employment,

modernize the country’ s tourism offerings, and increase domestic and international

%8 Including hotels, air, maritime, and river transport, travel agencies, and car rental enterprises
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tourism demand. Hotel businesses constructing new ventures were offered duty
exemption on necessary imported materials, rapid depreciation of capital investment
goods to lower taxes, acceleration of municipa permit processing (maximum of 30 days),
and authorization to change money for internationa tourists. Other sectors were offered
similar tax and paperwork advantages.> Nonethel ess, hotels with fewer than 20 rooms (a
fairly sizable lodge in Costa Rica) could not qualify for tax incentives, thus precluding
many locally-owned ventures from benefiting from the incentives law.

ICT joined forces with the newly formed Costa Rican Coalition of Development
Initiatives (CINDE — one of the USAID parallél state agencies) in 1987 to increase
investment in luxury resort facilities, with agoal of attracting US$1 billion in foreign
investment by 1995. Jeb Bush advised the Costa Rican-American Chamber of Commerce
to ask USAID to pressure the government to improve roads to beaches (Hill 1990).
Today the roads near the tourism areas of the Pacific and Atlantic coasts are some of the
best maintained transit routes in the entire country.®

The third phase of Costa Rica' s tourism development shows a marked shift away
from ecotourism and toward a more traditional, mass tourist offering focusing on
adventure and beaches. This phase began in the mid-1990s and continues through the
present time. ICT surveysin the early 1990s indicated that nearly three-quarters of
international visitors made hiking in national parks and other protected areas an important
part of their visits. As embodied by ICT’ sinternational marketing slogan “Costa Rica

Is...Natura,” the national park system seemed to be Costa Rica s primary attraction for

% Even today, the excessive paperwork mandated by various government offices adds significant time and
financial cost to any type of investment venture.
€ Along with those near the multinational fruit company operations, who require well-maintained all
weather roads to truck their produce to marine shipping ports.
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tourists. By 2001, however, although the number of tourists visiting the country had
nearly doubled from early 1990s figures, absolute international tourist visits to national
parks had stayed the same or even experienced a slight decline (ICT 2001). ICT emphasis
on traditional beach tourism and new companies offering adventure activities such as
rafting, canopy zip-lines, and bungee jumping attracted a new, less nature-oriented breed
of tourist, and the new activities had begun to compete for tourists' time. Demand for
stock photos in the country has shifted during this same time period from wildlife and
nature photography to adventure photography, placing people in nature, be it through
rafting, canopy tours, horseback riding, or golf (Bonilla 2004). Indeed, golf combined
with new mega beach resorts also is helping to change the face of Costa Rican tourism
(e.g., Yeomans 1998). The ICT web site® currently features alogo of agolf ball on atee
with the slogan “Costa Rica...No Artificia Ingredients.” Former Tourism Minister
Walter Niehaus (1998-2002) stated recently that “We managed more tourism growth than
any other Latin American country (after the terrorist attacks of 9/11), thanksto our
ecotourism banner...As an eco-destination, it isimportant to tourists to find places that
offer diversity... This diversity includes canopy tours, mountain biking, river rafting and
many other tours (Tico Times April 5, 2002).”

By the year 2000, visitorstotaled over 1 million annually, and annual tourist
expenditures topped US$1 billion. Reflecting a shift in the type of tourist visiting Costa
Rica, during the period from 1987-2000 absolute tourist visitation numbers grew by
396% while expenditures grew by 837% (see Table 3.2). Tourists from the US make up

nearly 40% of total international arrivals, by far the greatest tourism segment overall.

®% http://www.tourismcostarica.com
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Nearly 3 times as many tourists come from the US than from the second biggest tourist
group, Europeans (ICT 2002). In 2002, Costa Ricaregistered 411 hotels, 293 tourism
agencies, 42 rental car operators, and 21 airlines. The Pacific coast Guanacaste region,
the site of the largest-scal e tourism devel opment, was the province with the greatest
number of hotels, with 108, comprising nearly 25% of the country’ stotal. The central and
northern Pacific coast (Puntarenas and Guanacaste) hotels accounted for 39.5% of Costa
Rica stotal rooms and fully 67% of rural hotel rooms (ICT 2002). Nearly 70% of
international tourists visit beaches, approximately 62% engage in adventure activities,

and 50% visit protected nature areas (ICT 2001).

Table3.2: Tourist Arrivalsand Expenditures, 1987-2000

Y ear Tourist Annual % Tourist Annual % Expenditure
Arrivals Growth Expenditures Growth per tourist
(millions of $US) USs$
1987 277,900 6.5 136.2 2.7 490
1988 329,400 185 164.7 20.9 500
1989 376,000 141 206.6 25.4 549
1990 435,000 15.7 275.0 331 632
1991 504,600 16.0 330.6 20.2 655
1992 610,600 210 431.1 30.4 706
1993 684,000 121 577.3 33.9 844
1994 761,500 11.3 625.8 8.4 822
1995 784,600 3.0 657.8 51 838
1996 718,100 -0.4 688.6 4.7 959
1997 811,500 3.9 719.2 44 886
1998 942,800 16.1 883.4 22.8 937
1999 1,031,600 9.4 1,036.1 17.3 1004
2000 1,100,400 6.7 1,1384 9.9 1035
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Total 9,368,000 396* 5,696.3 837* —

*% growth from 1987 to 2000
Source: Ministry of Planning and Devel opment, http://www.mideplan.go.cr/sides/ambiental/30-3.htm

Today in CostaRica, the primary production sector (agriculture) accounts for
19.8% of total employment in CR, and from 22.6% to 48.4% in the rura regions. The
secondary production sector (industry and manufacturing) accounts for 23.1% of total
employment, ranging from 11.5% to 22.5% in the rural regions. The tertiary sector
(services) accounts for 57.3% of total employment and ranges from 39.9% to 54.5% of
employment in rural zones. Of the total tertiary sector employment, tourism-related
services (including hotels and restaurants, transport, and associated services such as
guiding) make up 8.2% of the total for the whole country and from 5.7% to 14.8% in the
rural provinces. Hotel and restaurant positions make up about 75% of all tourism jobs
(Proyecto Estado de laNacién 2001: 159-160).

The ICT’ sinnovative Certificate of Sustainable Tourism (CST) program was
conceived in 1993 to encourage the country’ s hotels to comply with principles of
sustainability. CST director Rodolfo Lizano explained that: “In its simplest form, tourism
sustainability is based on the interaction among three basic factors: 1) appropriate use of
natural and cultural resources; 2) improvement in the quality of life for local
communities; and 3) economic success and profitability to contribute to other national
development programs (Lizano 1999: 41).” The program was piloted in 1997 after
consultation with university experts and the national Chamber of Tourism. In 1998 the
program was launched officially via executive decree, and nearly 200 hotels have
expressed interest in certification, among them a number of grassroots ecolodges. CST

inspectors survey and evaluate hotels applying for certification and then prepare a
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ranking from 1 to 5 leaves in ascending order of the sustainability of their operationsin
social, environmental, and economic categories. A hotel cannot attain a ranking higher
than indicated by its lowest score in a given category but is given recommendations on
operational changes that can improve its score. The CST evaluation process includes a
strong advisory component that effectively serves as free consulting on how to do
sustainabl e tourism (Quesada 2000; Ricardo Mora, CST inspector, May 2004; personal
observations at Selva Verde Lodge 2004).

Critics of the program abound and include Beatrice Blake, the author of one of the
country’sfirst travel guides and architect of her own ecotourism rating system for hotels.
Blake's maor critique of the CST isthat it allows large hotels to achieve high scores
while not necessarily contributing to conservation. Thus the program, according to Blake,
does not successfully measure a hotel’ s adherence to the country’ s ecotourism model
(Blake 2001a; Blake 2001b). CST proponents counter that the program is not designed to
measure ecotourism but rather the broader category of sustainable tourism. Thisis by
express design to encourage hotels not claiming to provide ecotourism to also operatein a
more sustainable fashion. The goal of CST isto increase the sustainability of Costa
Rica s whol e tourism offering (Quesada 2000; Mora 2004). Nonetheless, there are
specific aspects of the CST evaluation system, such as undue emphasis on log registries
and environmental technologies instead of low consumption, that provide larger hotels
with scoring advantages over small lodges (Bien 1999:11).

The Rodriguez administration claimed that the program had signed up 71 hotelsin
1997, 106 in 1998, 154 in 1999, and 188 in the year 2000. Similarly, the ICT’s Bandera
Azul Ecologicaprogram, awarded to beaches meeting specified standards of cleanliness
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and sustainability, had grown to 208 beaches by 2000 (MIDEPLAN 2001: 469). The CST
website, however, currently lists only 49 certified hotels with a nearly equal distribution
among forest, beach, and urban lodging. Eighty percent of these are categorized as small
hotels, but because the small hotel category ranges from 1 to 49 rooms, the figureis
debatable. Over ¥ of Costa Rica's hotels have fewer than 40 rooms (Baez 1997:129),
meaning the CST measure for small hotelsistoo broad and effectively flattens most of
the variation in Costa Rican hotel size. Of the approximately 50 grassroots ecol odges
operating in Costa Rica, for instance, most have only 5 to 10 rooms (COOPRENA 2002).
The airport Hampton Inn received a higher CST score than the grassroots Catarata
ecolodge designed by MINAE and World Wildlife Fund-Canada, the only grassroots
lodge currently certified by the CST. %

While not as vibrant as in the early 1990s (e.g., Sebastian and Evans-Pritchard
19924, b, c), the debate over the meaning of ecotourism and the path its development
should take continues today. The degree to which ecotourism is an important tool for
community development is an open gquestion among Costa Rican environmental actors.
Some view ecotourism as more restricted to nature conservation in practice, with social
goals better achieved through other programs and initiatives (e.g., Garcia 2001). Some
tropical scientific organizations seem to dismiss ecotourism as a mere marketing
gimmick with no value whatsoever in conservation (Matlock 2000). Others view
ecotourism as key in strengthening the abandoned campesino sector (Baez 2000; Solano
2000). COOPRENA (the National Consortium Of Community Ecotourism Enterprises)

argues that grassroots ecotourism is the fullest expression of the concept because local

62 See http://www.turismo-sostenible.co.cr/EN/directori o/busqueda-sencill a.phtml
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control and management ensures that benefits stay with the community. Nonetheless,
director Leyla Solano points out that the larger Costa Rican tourism product should
include awide range of different styles of tourism to attract a diverse tourist market
(Solano 2000). MINAE defines ecotourism in afashion similar to that of the CST — that
is, ecotourism should have minimal ecological impact and provide local benefits. MINAE
tries to promote this model in and around the national parks and protected area system by
prohibiting camping in parks,®® providing training and consulting services to locals, and
by instituting rules that favor local concessionaries in the provision of servicesin and
around visitor center and park entry points (Gutierrez 2000). Yet MINAE, despite their
claims of supporting and achieving success with grassroots ecotourism, uses the concept
mostly as a political banner and as such has raised fal se expectations among campesinos
about the possibility of replacing farming with ecotourism (Baez 2000). Though there are
certain persons within MINAE that support grassroots ecotourism, the institution asa
whol e focuses on larger ecotourism ventures and private ecol odges (Solano 2000).
Nonetheless, due principally to international support and local initiative, there
exist today approximately 50 grassroots ecolodges attempting to cash in on the country’s
tourism traffic, preserve cultural and natural heritage, and compensate for the lack of
agricultural opportunities (COOPRENA 2002). Many of these are the initiative of the
Canadian International Development Agency and, more recently,
FUNDECOOPERACION, the operationa and financing vessel of abilateral sustainable
development treaty that the Dutch government signed with Costa Ricain the mid-1990s.

Additional support is provided mostly by the United Nations Devel opment Program and

8 To force tourists interested in camping to patronize local landowners who might offer camping on their
properties.
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various European state agencies and NGOs (COOPRENA 2002). Grassroots ecotourism
lodges, run by marginaized campesinos, are almost by definition off the beaten tourist
track and hampered by alack of marketing capability. Thus COOPRENA, in cooperation
with the United Nations Devel opment Program and FUNDECOOPERACION, has begun
to assist grassroots ecolodges in promoting themselves as a group in offering countrywide
alternatives to dominant tourist attractions (COOPRENA 2002:15). On the market
ecotourism front, there are over 100 private reserves in Costa Rica, many of which have
ecolodges (Brenes ND; Marin 2000). These lodges preserve important patches of forest
and serve as crucial biological corridor links in many areas of the country (Langholz
1996, 1999). Together, grassroots and market ecotourism initiatives offer a potentially
broad array of options for the visiting ecotourist.

Ecotourism is invoked rhetorically by policymakers and the tourism sector as the
country’ s primary development motor and the differentiating factor in CostaRica's
tourism brand. Y et despite the CST, the growth in private reserves, and recent Canadian
and European support for grassroots ecotourism, it can be argued that ecotourism is fast
becoming a niche product in a more mainstream tourism market. The thrust of state
tourism policy isto promote the growth of large tourism projects. Greenwash, using the
ecotourism label to sell distinctly non-ecotourism products, is rampant among tourism
ventures claiming to be eco-friendly (Rojas 1999). Tourists visiting Costa Ricaengage in
both eco- and conventional tourism (Bien 2003:5), perhaps visiting a national park or
private reserve and pursuing beach, adventure, relaxation, casino and other activities
during the rest of their stay. Recent executive policiesillustrate this duality and the

increased focus on mass tourism.
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The Rodriguez administration (1998-2002) promoted an increase in cruise ship
visitation, building the Puntarenas Marine Park on the Pacific coast and investing in a
boardwalk market at the port of Limon on the Atlantic. From 1998 to 2000, over 600
cruise ships arrived, attracting approximately 650,000 tourists to the country
(MIDEPLAN 2001:466). Continuing the emphasis on more conventional mass tourism,
the administration reports as a success story that “In 1998, the state reactivated the
promotion of the Golfo de Papagayo Project, with the attraction of new investorsin
Ecodesarrollo Papagayo, the project’s largest concession. In 2000, the project was
strengthened with the opening of the Nakuti Resort and the Occidental Allegro Papagayo
Playa Manzanillo, also adding 2 lots to new concessionaries. Accordingly, diverse
interinstitutional agreements were signed to ensure and satisfy the water and electricity
demands of the concessionaries... Investments in Golfo Papagayo in 1998, 1999, and
2000 totaled 323.3, 208.8, and 283.8 millions colones, respectively (MIDEPLAN 2001:

A67-468).”

The Papagayo project, financed by Spanish capital, has been a glaring example of
the misuse of the ecotourism label in Costa Rica. The project has been cited numerous
times for destroying mangroves and other nearby ecosystems, blocking local beach
access, and diverting scarce water from local communities for use in swimming pools and
golf courses. The current head of ICT stood recently on the side of project developersin a
conflict with loca residents over access to the Papagayo beach, which, like all beachesis
public property (FECON press communiqué August 2003).%* German environmental

groups awarded ICT head Manuel Chacdn its “environmental devil” prizein 1997 in

% The ICT head literally stood on the hotel side of the blockade as protesters tried to proceed down a public
access road, closed by Papagayo project managers, to the beach.
Gregory Basco, University of Missouri-St. Louis
Market, Community, and Nature: The Politics of Ecotourismin Costa Rica, Chapters2 & 3
104



recognition of his support for such an egregiously unsustainable tourism project (Evans
1999). Rodriguez’ tourism minister, Walter Niehaus, touted ecotourism as the country’s
centerpiece in arecent newspaper editorial titled “ Ecotourism...Our Banner,” claiming
credit for the CST and Bandera Azul programs’ having attracted investments worth
hundreds of millions of dollars. Nevertheless, he goes on to list the projectsin question,
apparently registering no irony at the obvioud'y mass tourism orientation of the
investments: Caribe Colon, Hampton Suite and Comfort Inn, Costa Esmeralda, and the

Marriot Court Y ard and Four Seasons (Niehaus 2001).%°

The tourism section of current President Abel Pacheco’s mid-term report to the
national assembly® touted investment and growth in mass tourism and did not mention
ecotourism, or even sustainability, once. He reported that tourist arrivalsin 2003 totaled
nearly 1.2 million, up 7.1% from 2002. From 2002 to 2004, international air travel
increased by 43%, and the number of airlines operating in Costa Ricaincreased from 13
to 20. Tourism investment for 2003 totaled US $54 million and is expected to approach
US $57 million for 2004. Mgjor projects include a mega-conference center to be financed
by the government of Taiwan near the airport free trade zones.

Data from the President’ s report show clearly the priorities of the current
administration and how it is continuing the emphasis of its predecessor. The report notes,
for instance, a 110% increase in flights arriving to the new international airport in

Guanacaste. The Liberia airport was the point of entry for 160,000 tourists. Thisairport is

& All of these hotels are large, foreign-owned, and lacking in ecological orientation. Interestingly, some
reports suggest that Niehaus may have been a closet supporter of ecotourism and small-scal e ventures who
was stuck carrying out the Rodriguez administration’s policies (Arrieta 2001).
% Titled “Tourism: A Vigorous Industry”
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an immediate point of departure for the rapidly developing vacation home®” and mega-
resort projects focusing on traditional beach tourism and golf courses. Thus arrivalsto
Liberiaare not likely to be ecotourists. In arelated development, the number of cruise
ships docking in Costa Ricaincreased by 69 to 266 during 2003 to 2004, bringing in over
500,000 visitors. Cruise ship visitors also are unlikely to spend more than aday in the
country and should not be considered ecotourists. Thus what the current administration is
promoting isthe arrival of the traditional tourist. Grouping Liberiaairport and cruise ship
arrivals amounts to over 50% of Costa Rica s arrivals (Presidencia de la Republica de

Costa Rica 2004).

Conclusions

The evidence presented aboveillustrates clearly the dominance of the capital
accumulation nexus in Costa Rica s economic development and natural resources
management policy. Because of the importance of the environment in national discourse,
the conservative elements of the ecodevel opment nexus also have been able to influence
policy in substantial ways that have not threatened the hegemony of the free market in
apportioning economic and natural resources. It is this alliance that most strongly shaped
the country’ s ecotourism product. The recent tourism data presented above alow one to

speculate quite conservatively that mass tourism currently accounts for well over half of

67 Land speculators from the US have been buying up local farms in this Pacific coast areato divide the
land into lots for mansions sold to wealthy US vacationers who want asummer home at  the cost of what
similar beachfront property would cost in Caiforniaor Hawaii. Clients apparently include music stars,
politicians, and actors such as Harrison Ford and Danny Devito (Telencticias, Metros de Oro, Special
Investigative Series, June 26-August 2, 2004 — see
http://www.tel etica.com/archivo/tn7/nac/especia/metros_oro.htm).
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Costa Rica s market and appears to be growing more quickly than any other segment of
the market.

Nonetheless, ecotourism continues to be a critical component of tourism in Costa
Ricafor three reasons. First, even with the rise of mass tourism, ecotourism still draws
hundreds of thousands of tourists. It also serves as the country’s brand, helping to
differentiate Costa Rica' s product from the rest of the region’s offerings. This will
continue in the future as even mass tourism will benefit from the possibility of ecotourist
offerings (Baez 1997). Second, ecotourism is an important complement to the country’s
state protected area system, preserving forest on private lands, providing alink between
protected areas, and demonstrating the economic value of conservation (Langholz 1996;
Wildes 1998; see also Herzog and Vaughn 1988). Third, with the new era of global
agriculture firmly in place, ecotourism can serve as away to diversify campesino
economic strategies while at the same time allowing them to protect their local
environment, relieving pressure on protected areas and helping to create arural
constituency for conservation (Baez 2000; COOPRENA 2002b; Solano 2000).

With Costa Rica s ecotourism efforts coming to a stage of maturity and state
policy shifting emphasis subtly away from ecotourism, a critical reflection on what
works, where, when, and why is opportune. In the next chapter, | use Boolean qualitative
comparative methods to analyze the conditions that favor the emergence of grassroots
ecotourism or market ecotourism in a given site. | use similar methods to evauate the
effectiveness of grassroots and market ecotourism in benefiting local environments and

local communities at the aggregate or group level.
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