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Costa Rica enjoys a reputation as a peaceful,
democratic, and equitable Central American

country with a strong commitment to nature pro-
tection. Government environmentalism began with
a focus on nature preservation during the adminis-
tration of Daniel Odúber (1974-1978), the presi-
dential father of the national parks system. Under
President Oscar Árias (1986-1990), Costa Rica’s
leaders became aware that responses to the prob-
lems of environmental protection versus develop-
ment required more than the creation of national
parks. Since then, they have worked tirelessly to
weave the norms and principles of the concept of
sustainable development into their nation’s poli-
cies and institutional framework. Costa Rica’s insti-
tutional and programmatic innovations have
turned it into a laboratory for sustainable develop-
ment, especially with respect to the forest. It is
seen as a leader and pioneer in community
forestry, bioprospecting, green taxes, carbon emis-
sions trading, and administrative decentralization
in the management of protected areas. As occurs
with all trailblazers, Costa Rica’s efforts to imple-
ment a policy of sustainable development raise a
number of questions. What trade-offs have the for-
est and biodiversity conservation policies of the
1990s generated with respect to the different com-
ponents of sustainable development? Are the mea-
sures adopted likely to be successful? How were
those policy choices made? By what means can
the components of sustainable development that
have been neglected be incorporated, especially
those related to livelihood? This paper will address
these questions.

Sustainable Development

Since the 1980s, sustainable development has
evolved into a complex, multifaceted concept

that seeks to balance economic growth, environ-
mental protection, social equity, and citizen partic-

ipation in decisionmaking (WCED 1987; World
Bank 1992). Economic growth is necessary for
political stability and for raising standards of liv-
ing, which, in developing countries, means pover-
ty reduction. Poverty alleviation is thought to have
positive effects on the environment because poor
people put great strains on natural resources, pas-
ture, water, and forests. Yet economic growth
alone will not suffice to restore environmental
quality or to cover the livelihood concerns of
impoverished people.

With respect to environmental quality, the
consequences of economic growth (health hazards
of pollution, climate change, biodiversity loss, and
resource scarcity) can no longer be ignored by
treating them as externalities. The costs of those
consequences must be incorporated into econom-
ic decisionmaking. Where natural renewable
resources are concerned, environmental econo-
mists have cultivated the concept of sustained-
yield use (Pearce and Turner 1990). This means
that a resource’s rate of extraction (fisheries, tim-
ber, or game, for example) should not exceed its
rate of replacement. The minimum goal is to keep
stocks of resources constant; ideally, they would
also increase over time, adding to a country’s cap-
ital stock.

Neither economic growth nor sustained-yield
use of natural resources adequately addresses the
issues of combating poverty and bringing about
social equity. These tasks require the empower-
ment of local, usually poor communities (Redclift
1992; Friedmann and Rangan 1993).  This is one
of the reasons why citizen participation has
become a crucial component of sustainable devel-
opment. Citizen participation in decisionmaking
(democracy, in a word) is a key element in the
process. However, participation in the policy
process is not a sufficient condition for the
improvement of livelihood. Other factors include
institutions, organizations, and funds in the state
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and in civil society that support social organiza-
tion, community control over economic resources,
and the generation of community enterprises.
Without such support it is unlikely that the efforts
of local communities will succeed in improving
the supply of employment, education, health, and
other social services to the community. The asym-
metries of knowledge and of economic and politi-
cal power between poor communities and other
sectors of society are simply too great to expect
otherwise. Of course, in the context of sustainable
development, the economic activities of local
communities must incorporate mechanisms to
conserve local environmental resources. Some
analysts believe that, if properly planned, smaller-
scale use and less capital-intensive technology
allow economic development to be more sensitive
to the nuances of local ecosystems. In the forest
sector, this approach is called community or social
forestry (Browder 1989).

Nature protection and ecosystem management
have become increasingly important components
of sustainable development, especially after the
signing of the biodiversity convention at the Rio
Earth Summit in 1992. Environmentalists stress that
ecosystems perform numerous environmental ser-
vices. Forests, for example, help to control green-
house gases by capturing and storing CO2; they
are crucial for watershed stability, constrain soil
erosion, and provide habitat for flora and fauna.
These environmental functions also have value,
though they may be difficult to quantify.
Thoughtlessly destroying them may adversely
affect human health and welfare, for natural sys-
tems protect us, and the maintenance of biodiver-
sity is crucial to ensure the well-being of future
generations.

Moreover, growing awareness exists — espe-
cially in developing countries — that parks isolat-
ed from people do not provide a workable solu-
tion for biodiversity conservation. The livelihood
needs of rural populations put pressure on parks.
Thus, conservationists are beginning to emphasize
land-use planning around protected areas in
which mixed-use zones surrounding parks buffer
core areas from further encroachment. The incor-
poration of local people into park management
dovetails with the goals of meeting basic needs
and community participation in sustainable devel-
opment.

Any country would be hard-pressed to address
all of the elements of sustainable development
simultaneously, all the more so for developing

countries. Giving priority to some elements over
others implies trade-offs. For example, an empha-
sis on urban areas usually means neglect of rural
regions. A focus on market-led economic growth
at the global and domestic levels, combined with
an emphasis on sustained-yield resource use,1

frequently signify postponement of community
development and participation in favor of large-
scale industry; these priorities also tend to call for
technocratic instead of participatory approaches to
policymaking. A preference for biodiversity pro-
tection often means abandonment of sustained-
yield harvesting of natural renewable resources,
either industrially or, especially, by local popula-
tions. To complicate matters, cutting across the
policy debates over these trade-offs are two deep-
er, “classical” policy issues: 1) the role of the state
in the economy and society and 2) (re)distribu-
tional concerns or the “who benefits” question.

Yet, these trade-offs are not inevitable. It is
possible to craft policy that is more inclusive of
seemingly competing goals. However, a focus on
traditional policy analysis — description of the
problem and prescriptions for corrections — may
not suffice. Clarifying policy options and the tech-
nical rationales for them are important steps. But
the environment and sustainable development in
particular are new issue areas. Therefore, they are
the subject of contentious politics, the politics of
reform and change (Tarrow 1994, 1996). Conflict
and cooperation among major stakeholders deeply
influence policy outcomes; therefore, reformers
interested in a more inclusive approach to sustain-
able development would benefit from knowing
the major stakeholders, their interests, and their
sources of influence. This information would place
reformers in a better position to cast policy pre-
scriptions for incremental change in ways that
bring diverse interests together. Understanding the
political opportunity structure that affects environ-
mental policymaking in Costa Rica reveals that
prescriptions for improvement — implementing a
m o re integrated version of sustainable development
— do not re q u i re political sea changes. They can
be acted upon within the existing structure .

To answer the questions raised at the begin-
ning of this paper, the first section examines gov-
ernment environmentalism prior to the 1990s,
introducing the main stakeholders. The next two
sections focus on the contributions and limitations
of current policy for the sustainable development
of Costa Rica’s forests. The concluding sections
analyze the policy process that generated those
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policies and explore the potential for a more
inclusive approach to sustainable development.

Costa Rican Forest Policy: 
Setting the Stage

Three major tendencies have shaped Costa
Rica’s forest policy. One champions conserva-

tion either as strict preservation or as a search for
economic uses of the forest that support preserva-
tion, mainly in the form of protected areas. The
second and third tendencies focus on the econom-
ic uses for the forest’s timber and non-timber
products as tools to promote incentives for the
sustainable development of the forest inside and
outside of protected areas. The differences
between the second and third approaches depend
on the characteristics of the producer and the pro-
ducer’s relationship to the market. Tendency two
mainly draws its inspiration from economic liberal-
ism, focusing on landowners (mostly large-scale)
and other actors, each connected to the market
individually. Tendency three has more communi-
tarian roots, focusing on cooperative behavior —
building social capital — among peasants and
small-scale farmers as a prerequisite for more suc-
cessful participation in the market. The following
sections show how, over time, Costa Rican and
international stakeholders with philosophies and
interests anchored in these three tendencies have
shaped Costa Rican forest policy. At present, the
differences among them remain unreconciled.
How to achieve reconciliation in the context of a
still fairly poor country remains a question.

Conservation
Historically, Costa Rica has suffered from high

rates of deforestation, a testament to the unsus-
tainable nature of the forest sector’s development.
In 1900, 85 percent of the nation’s territory was
covered by tropical forests; that decreased to 56
percent in 1950 and to 29 percent in 1987 (Lutz et
al. 1993). Of an estimated 1.5 million hectares of
remaining primary forest, approximately 400,000
are not in protected areas, thus are available for
production (Kishor and Constantino 1993). The
Forest Service (Dirección General de Forestal —
DGF) estimated that deforestation rates decreased
from an average of 50,000 hectares per year in the
1980s to 17,000 in the early 1990s. In a hotly
debated study released in 1998, the Ministry of
Environment and Energy (Ministerio de Ambiente

y Energía — MINAE) proudly announced that
deforestation had been halted. The calculation
was based on a controversial definition of sec-
ondary forest as forests that regenerate naturally.

Costa Rica’s forests have succumbed to many
sources (Carriere 1991; Peuker 1992; Hopkins
1995). Conversion to agriculture and ranching by
large-scale commercial farmers, agribusiness, and
ranchers have been significant sources of defor-
estation. Government subsidies to expand cotton,
sugar, and meat production for export spurred
them on. Shifted cultivators2 also contributed to
deforestation by settling on heavily forested
parcels of land made available through the agrari-
an reform agency. Legal and illegal logging des-
tined primarily for domestic markets, of course,
have been a perennial source deforestation.
Moreover, legal logging practices condoned high-
grading,3 which degrades the market value of the
forest.

Since the 1950s, concern in Costa Rica has
steadily mounted over the effects of these high
rates of deforestation on the country’s efforts to
preserve its diverse flora and fauna, and abundant
watersheds and to prevent soil erosion. Early
responses focused on the control of timber pro-
duction and habitat preservation (Hopkins 1995).
A forest service had existed in Costa Rica since
1948. However, the 1969 forest law, which created
the DGF, greatly strengthened the institutional
framework for Costa Rica’s forest sector (Asamblea
Nacional 1969). Originally housed in the Ministry
of Agriculture, the DGF had two departments:
National Parks and Forest Protection. The DGF’s
functions were to control timber extraction and
land-use change on public property. It also regu-
lated timber extraction on private property but
only when landowners wanted to avail themselves
of concessions to public lands or use public subsi-
dies for agricultural development. Otherwise, pri-
vate property owners could dispose of their
forests as they saw fit, which they did, and defor-
estation continued at a rapid pace.

As the forests dwindled, government environ-
mentalism began to focus on nature preservation
during the administration of President Daniel
Odúber (Hopkins 1995). Odúber turned the
National Park Service into a General Directorate,
thereby establishing it as an independent agency
on equal footing with the DGF. He also sponsored
the creation of a national parks system. His efforts
earned him international recognition and put
Costa Rica on the environmental map. The
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emphasis on nature preservation continued during
the presidency of Rodrigo Carazo (1978-1982),
who took an active interest in the parks system
and had a personal role in the establishment of
Parque Amistad, an innovative bi-national park
overlapping the borders of Costa Rica and
Panama.

The contributions of these political leaders
notwithstanding, at bottom, the parks system was
the creation of Costa Rica’s pioneering environ-
mentalists. These individuals formed a community
of knowledge rooted in a scientific background, a
common vision, and shared experiences, often
dating from university student days. They persuad-
ed successive presidents that parks were the best
way to protect the environment. Their influence,
in no small measure, stemmed from the fact that
they formed a cross-party coalition on behalf of
environmental protection (Boza 1997). This tightly
knit community of knowledge and its followers
steadfastly championed conservation over use in
policy debates. They have placed Costa Rica in
the forefront of the biodiversity movement in the
developing world and, among other achievements,
have played a leading role in getting environmen-
tal education into the curricula. This community of
knowledge continues to exercise a powerful force
for conservation in Costa Rica today.

Introducing Sustainable Development
Of course, parks and reserves were just the

beginning. The harder challenge had to do not
only with how to manage the parks but also the
wise use of the environment, especially through-
out the country. Continuing high rates of defor-
estation and the emergence of the concept of sus-
tainable development in the 1980s underscored
the shortcomings of Costa Rica’s initial policy and
institutional responses to unrestrained land-use
change. The Forest Service’s domain and focus
were too narrow. Advocates of sustainable devel-
opment stressed that environmental problems cut
across economic sectors. Yet, the DGF had little
control over privately held forests, colonization
policy, or the expansion of the agricultural fron-
tier. Moreover, its focus on timber production
meant that the DGF had little concept of forests as
ecosystems and the value of their environmental
services and non-timber products. The Park
Service’s exclusive focus on preservation necessar-
ily entailed a lack of attention to the relationship
between human pressure over natural resources

(especially by rural poor) and habitat protection.
Awareness of these deficiencies sparked over a
decade’s worth of legislative and administrative
efforts to reform these institutions and their poli-
cies to try to implement sustainable development
in Costa Rica.

The administration of Oscar Árias opened
political opportunities for policymakers captivated
by the concept of sustainable development (many
of them had been closely connected to the United
Nations or other development aid institutions, usu-
ally as consultants). Backed by the president,
whose party, National Liberation (Liberación
Nacional), enjoyed a majority in the legislature,
these policymakers and their supporters generated
a number of institutional, administrative, and leg-
islative reforms. First, they conceived a program,
Conservation Strategy for Sustainable
Development (Estrategia de Conservación para el
Desarrollo Sostenible — ECODES), that squarely
placed Costa Rica’s environmental policy in the
context of sustainable development (MIRENEM
1990). With legislative approval, they created the
Ministry of Natural Resources, Energy, and Mines
(Ministerio de Recursos Naturales, Energía y Minas
— MIRENEM) in 1987 (Segura, Gottfried, Miranda,
and Gómez 1997). It housed the Forest Service,
the Park Service, and the Wildlife Service. The
ministry’s cabinet-level rank revealed the Árias
administration’s will to imbue natural resource-
related environmental issues with a modicum of
political authority. Separating the various services
from the Ministry of Agriculture and adding the
energy and mining sectors also signaled an aspira-
tion to confront the intersectoral and develop-
ment-related dimensions of environmental prob-
lems.

This arrangement entailed two omissions that
caused serious difficulties. First, there was no
coordination of environmental problems at the
ministerial level. This inhibited more serious atten-
tion to the crosscutting and intersectoral nature of
the issue area. Second, the MIRENEM minister had
limited control over the various services. Each had
its own law that had not been abrogated, giving
them independent powers. Thus, to varying
degrees, the minister’s role was reduced to that of
a coordinating agent among rival services. This
adversely affected administrative efficiency, policy
formulation, and policy implementation. Both
omissions reflected political concerns: an attempt
to create a coordinating institution or to abolish
the independence of the services would have



LESSONS ON SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT FROM COSTA RICA’S FORESTS 5

been too politically costly or unattainable.
Moreover, policymakers lacked a vision of how to
integrate the functions of the various independent
services.

Despite these shortcomings, Costa Rica was a
cauldron of experimentation in the 1980s. Because
the nation was in the grip of economic stabiliza-
tion programs, much of that experimentation
relied on international funding. Those sources
championed pilot projects in sustainable, partici-
patory community forestry and reforestation for
timber and fuel wood; and they also provided
resources for wildlife and protected area manage-
ment.

Reliance on foreign funding had other benefits
as well. Many projects trained Costa Ricans in the
concepts, techniques, and administration of com-
munity forestry and reforestation. Another benefit
was that the environmental and socioeconomic
problems of regions that had suffered after the
collapse of cotton, sugar, beef, and banana mar-
kets were finally being addressed, most notably in
the peninsulas of Guanacaste and Osa (E. Rodrí-
guez 1997). Buffer zone projects for the people
surrounding parks, especially in central Costa Rica,
sensitized Parks Service personnel to the connec-
tion between preservation and development.
Finally, the participatory nature of the projects
nurtured a grassroots leadership for the communi-
ty-based  non-governmental organizations (NGOs)
created by them (Solís 1993).

Dependency on foreign financing had its dis-
advantages too. Policy coordination was problem-
atic. The country was more or less carved up into
areas of influence for each of the major donors
(often the development aid agencies of European
governments and the United States) and their
Costa Rican allies. Of course, the fate of the pro-
jects when the foreign funding ended was the
most serious problem. Although Costa Ricans par-
ticipated in the design of international projects,
the funding priorities of international donors
affected the Costa Ricans’ proposal submittals. As
trends changed among international donors, inter-
nationally funded, established projects faced grave
difficulties. Since many experiments found it diffi-
cult to become selfsustaining, extinction threat-
ened as soon as the official, internationally backed
project ended.

Institutional and legislative reforms followed
apace with the new focus on sustainable develop-
ment. The DGF expanded its regulatory mandate
to private as well as public forests and over the

transport of timber. Economic incentives for refor-
estation were adopted on the assumption that
people care for resources they value. Because
they were initially on a reimbursement basis, tax
credits and subsidies mainly benefited a few rela-
tively large companies and landowners (Segura,
Gottfried, Miranda, and Gómez 1997).

All of these measures were legally enshrined
in the forestry law of 1986, with more reforms
added over the next two years (Asamblea
Nacional 1986). By disbursing funds in advance, a
reforestation incentive program for smallholders
was established with the help of the Dutch and
Swedish governments (Solís 1993). The Dutch
made funding conditional on the establishment of
a Department of Peasant Forestry (Departamento
Campesino Forestal — DECAFOR), thus ensuring
that smallholders received an institutional toehold
in the DGF. In effect, DECAFOR became the
nexus between grassroots NGOs and the
DGF/MIRENEM (Canet 1995). These measures
enhanced the socioeconomic development, that is,
the satisfaction of basic needs, and the participato-
ry dimensions of the concept of sustainable devel-
opment in Costa Rican forest policy.

Meanwhile, the Park Service designed its first
plan for a National System of Protected Areas
(Sistema Nacional de Áreas Protegidas — SINAC),
which melded ideas from the United Nations’
Man-In-Biosphere program with those of sustain-
able development. The project advocated strict
preservation of an ecosystem’s core area, allowing
for small-scale land use in buffer zones around it
to prevent encroachment by local communities.
Proponents assumed that, perceiving a benefit,
local populations would protect the core area and
buffer zones from encroachment by more distant
communities.

These policy choices evinced trade-offs that
contained the seeds of sharp political conflict.
First, they emphasized government regulation of
the private sector by the DGF over market incen-
tives. Second, the participatory component
focused more on smallholders and their organiza-
tional development than on large-scale landown-
ers; however, the government (via the DGF) dom-
inated over the organizations of civil society on
policy-making and funding boards. Third, the poli-
cies emphasized reforestation over the manage-
ment of old-growth or native forests. Fourth, the
focus remained on timber production and preser-
vation instead of incorporating ideals of nontimber
use and valuation of the environmental services



performed by the forest. Fifth, the measures privi-
leged a participatory approach to sustainable
development, centered on direct and indirect sub-
sidies rather than a more technocratic and market-
oriented style.

Reorienting Institutions and Programs,
1990-2000

Attempts to consolidate this approach to the
sustainable development of Costa Rica’s

forests through a reform of the 1986 Forest Law
met with stiff resistance in the 1990s. When the
dust settled in 1996, Costa Rica’s Ministry of the
Environment had been thoroughly reorganized,
and policy for the sustainable development of the
forest bore little resemblance to the 1980s. By the
year 2000, conservationists had regained the
upper hand; timber interests struggled to retain
state incentives, and community forestry all but
lost its tenuous foothold in the state and in forest
legislation.

The Politics of Containment
Toward the end of the Árias administration,

the DGF presented the Congress with a new forest
law. It was essentially the same as the 1986 law
with the addition of clauses meant to give more
permanence to the regulatory, participatory, and
incentive-oriented direction of policy as it had
evolved between 1986 and 1988. A constitutional
challenge to the 1986 law at the beginning of the
conservative Rafael Calderón administration (1990-
1994) halted the DGF’s reform efforts (Mendoza
1990). The Constitutional Tribunal mandated a
revision of the law to conform to constitutional
law. This opened a prolonged policy debate over
forest policy and the MIRENEM’s institutional
structure. A new forest law was not signed until
April 1996.

During Calderón’s government, a broad coali-
tion of social and state actors sought to reverse
the trade-offs over sustainable development estab-
lished by the Árias government. That coalition
included the new minister and vice minister of
MIRENEM; prominent environmental NGOs such
as the Tropical Science Center (Centro Científico
Tropical — CCT) and the San Carlos Forest
Development Cooperative (Cooperativa para el
Desarrollo Forestal de San Carlos — CODEFOR-
SA); the regional headquarters of the U.S. Agency
for International Development; and landowners

(Barrau 1993; Peralta 1993; Salazar 1994). These
forces advocated market incentives for sustained-
yield forestry, state support for large-scale planta-
tions, and a sharp reduction in the regulatory
powers of the DGF.

This, however, was mainly a rear-guard action.
The minister and vice-minister of the MIRENEM
were actually more interested in preservation than
sustainable development (Boza 1997). Their priori-
ty was passage of legislation that would reorga-
nize the DGF, the Park Service, and the Wildlife
Service into a SINAC — a schema in which the
Park Service would take center stage.
Nevertheless, the DGF, due to its significant
administrative autonomy, together with its sup-
porters in the Agricultural Committee of the legis-
lature (in charge of the bill), managed to block
the minister of the MIRENEM (Salas 1993, 1994;
Vargas 1993). Consequently, both the forestry law
and the SINAC bill languished in Congress for the
rest of the Calderón administration.

Biodiversity Conservation Ascendant 
Matters came to a head in the administration

of José Figueres Olsen (1994-1998). A leader of
the Liberation Party, Figueres Olsen’s was one of
the first governments in the world to make sus-
tainable development a central theme of its
administration. MIRENEM’s new Minister, René
Castro, and his team injected fresh ideas into the
policy debates and brought new perspectives to
existing conflicts. By 1997, Costa Rica’s institution-
al and legal landscape had changed radically in
matters related to conservation in general and the
forest in particular.

Minister Castro and his team were decidedly
more technocratic than past heads of MIRENEM
had been. They relied on cutting-edge technical
and administrative skills and ideas learned abroad
to formulate policies, which emphasized adminis-
trative decentralization, underscored the biodiver-
sity conservation component of sustainable devel-
opment, and relied on market-oriented policy
instruments for both regulation and financing.
With respect to the forest, they focused on its con-
tributions to the global environment, especially its
role in regulating greenhouse gas emissions. This
was a sharp shift from the state activist and social
forestry approaches of the Árias administration
and from the more traditional conservationist and
laissez-faire tacks of the Calderón administration.
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Castro and his team had three main, politically
conflictual goals (Segura 1997; Martínez 1997; J.
Rodríguez 1997). Administrative restructuring of
MIRENEM was their top priority. The thorough
overhaul of financing for MIRENEM projects ran a
close second and entailed developing new pro-
jects more appealing to international donors
whose interests had shifted away from social
forestry, community reforestation, and sustained-
yield production in general. Reformulating the for-
est bill in light of these ends was the third item on
the agenda.

Minister Castro was keen on a permanent
administrative restructuring of MIRENEM in the
mold of a refurbished version of the SINAC. This
meant getting a SINAC bill passed into law
through the Congress. The Legislative Assembly,
however, stifled him at every turn. In frustration,
Castro implemented the SINAC as an act of
administrative reorganization created by decree
toward the middle of 1995 (Segura 1997). A few
years later, the Biodiversity Act gave the SINAC
permanent standing (Asamblea Nacional
Legislativa 1998). The SINAC fused the DGF, the
National Parks Service, and the Wildlife Service
into a single administrative unit. (Lobbying by
these three agencies to remain independent had
been a major source of gridlock in the Congress.)
The operative mechanism for the fusion was to be
the appointment of the same person to head all
three directorates. It was theorized that the fusion
would break down bureaucratic rigidities among
the three services, rigidities that hindered effective
natural resource management, especially in the
forest sector. For example, as separate depart-
ments active in the same physical areas, they
often denied each other necessary cooperation for
effective management and oversight. As a result,
the overall quality of service and resource conser-
vation efforts declined accordingly.

The SINAC had four general objectives
(MINAE 1997). First, to consolidate Costa Rica’s
protected areas to guarantee the conservation of
the nation’s biodiversity. Second, to strengthen the
management of those areas and their environs.
Third, to establish conditions that facilitate the
responsible use of natural resources for the eco-
nomic and social development of the country.
Fourth, to ensure — with the participation of civil
society — compliance with technical and legal
norms established to achieve sustainable manage-
ment of natural resources.

The guiding principles to achieve these objec-
tives were administrative decentralization, func-
tional deconcentration, client service, and democ-
ratization (MINAE 1997). Decentralization meant
that most decisions that had been taken in San
José’s central office would devolve to 11 regional
administration centers called conservation areas
(áreas de conservación — AC). Each AC was fur-
ther divided into subregions. Decentralization also
ensured that most personnel would be stationed
outside the capital city. Functional deconcentration
meant that the separate departments, DGF,
National Parks (Parques Nacionales — PN), and
Vida Silvestre (VS), would no longer exist as such.
Instead, at the regional and subregional levels, the
personnel who used to belong to those agencies
would be “polyfunctional,” attending to all prob-
lems involving resource use, preservation, and
protection. In theory, decentralization and func-
tional deconcentration would create the conditions
necessary for the provision of better services to
the clients (both human and nonhuman) of
MIRENEM. Regional and local offices would issue
use permits for forests to landowners, process
applications for incentives, take care of forest
fires, attend to accusations of abuse of protected
areas, and manage parks. A streamlined SINAC
central office (SINAC Central) would be in charge
of defining overall policy and strategy and would
standardize rules and regulations for the ACs.
Democratization called for greater citizen partici-
pation in the regions through local organizations
(MINAE 1997).

The ACs were territorial units modeled on the
principles of the United Nations’ Man in the
Biosphere program. Each AC contained core
zones focused on protected areas such as national
parks or wildlife refuges; economic exploitation in
core areas — called nuclei — was prohibited, as
preservation was the main goal. Around the core
areas were buffer zones, where humans were
allowed to exploit nature only in carefully con-
trolled ways. Beyond the buffer zones were areas
of unrestricted production.

The establishment of the SINAC was an
advance over former administrative structures for
several reasons. First, it facilitated the implementa-
tion of a key tenet of sustainable development —
that environmental problems cross sectoral lines.
Second, the SINAC rationalized and streamlined
policymaking by strengthening the minister’s
office, placing it over the heads of departments.
Thus, third, the SINAC fundamentally changed the
institutional setting for the formulation of forest
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policy and its financing. This allowed the execu-
tive to press forward with an agenda that previ-
ously had been blocked by the DGF. The minis-
ter’s office was aided in November 1995, a few
months after the SINAC decree, by the passage of
an environmental law that transformed the
MIRENEM into the Ministry of Environment and
Energy (MINAE). The statutes of the MINAE fur-
ther strengthened the minister’s power over the
heads of departments, which, in turn, facilitated
implementation of the SINAC.

The DGF had been one of the main stumbling
blocks for the reorientation of forest policy along
more market-oriented principles. It had steadfastly
resisted reduction of its myriad regulatory, finan-
cial, and control functions. Yet, there was a gener-
al consensus in the MIRENEM/MINAE, civil soci-
ety, and international agencies that the DGF had
too many responsibilities. As a result, it was
unable to accomplish any of them well. By law,
the DGF controlled permitting, managed finances,
exercised control and oversight over extraction,
carried out research, engaged in long-range plan-
ning, conducted extension services, designed for-
est management plans, and formulated industrial
policy for the sector (Asamblea Legislativa 1986).
In short, the DGF had nominal authority over all
aspects of forest policy. Yet, the DGF lacked the
personnel and equipment to carry out all of these
functions. As a result, the DGF concentrated on
issuing permits and managing its financial funds to
the detriment of control and oversight of extrac-
tion (Árias 1997). Worse, costly and time-consum-
ing red tape in the permitting process, handled by
personnel who were overly centralized in the cap-
ital city of San José, invited corruption. These
characteristics contributed to policy failure in the
form of continued deforestation and the lack of
sustainable development for the forest sector.
Given this diagnosis of the situation, the problem
was how to reduce the DGF’s responsibilities so
that it might concentrate on control and oversight.
The SINAC offered one solution to the problem by
effectively dismantling the DGF.

A restructuring of financial service delivery
was high on the list of necessary reforms.
Previously, the DGF had administered four sepa-
rate trust funds set up to finance the various
incentive programs, each with its own board of
directors and procedures. Now, the MIRENEM
entrusted the management of the four funds to a
single independent board, the National Forest
Fund (Fondo Nacional de Financiamiento Forestal

— FONAFIFO). In addition to administrative effi-
ciency, it was assumed that this move would
improve services to users. Individuals, companies,
and organizations would only need to fill out one
set of forms and deal with fewer offices once a
petition was in the bureaucratic pipeline.

In a separate but related move, Minister Castro
and his team aggressively pursued new interna-
tional sources of financing for conservation based
on market-oriented instruments. One was the
establishment of an office to manage joint imple-
mentation projects (Segura 1997). In such ven-
tures, foreign companies (frequently energy utili-
ties) that emitted greenhouse gases could buy
“pollution rights” by paying Costa Rica for the
conservation of forest areas. This involved agree-
ments between specific polluting companies and
the Costa Rican government. For much the same
purpose, the MIRENEM also participated in the
creation of a market for tradable pollution instru-
ments in U.S. financial markets. On the domestic
front, one-third of a “green” gasoline tax was ear-
marked for conservation.

These innovative financing arrangements were
grounded in a recognition that biodiversity conser-
vation, interpreted as nature protection, had
become the highest priority of international
donors. This shift toward a preservationist empha-
sis in the meaning of sustainable development
occurred during the United Nations Conference on
Environment and Development in 1992. However,
Castro and his team were not just pragmatists
responding to a shift in circumstances. They
shared with the international community a convic-
tion that incentives should support the non-timber
environmental services performed by the forest.

Accordingly, the MIRENEM followed a two-
track policy. One track established an economic
incentive for conservation in 1994: the Certificate
for Forest Protection.4 To be eligible, owners of
forest tracts ranging from one to 300 hectares had
to refrain from all exploitation with the exception
of ecotourism (Segura 1997). The other track con-
templated the elimination of existing incentives for
sustained-yield timber production and reforesta-
tion and their replacement by credit (Barrantes
1997; J. Rodríguez 1997). In addition to philosoph-
ical changes regarding the role of markets in sus-
tainable development, this move also responded
to fiscal austerity measures adopted by the gov-
ernment of Costa Rica. Like the rest of Latin
America, Costa Rica was also undergoing a
process of structural economic adjustment along
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more free-market lines. Eliminating traditional
incentives, however, proved to be a highly
charged political issue, and Castro had to settle for
their gradual phase-out.

Taken together, these measures were part of a
conscious effort to emphasize biodiversity conser-
vation and to establish a more technocratic, mar-
ket-oriented approach to forest policy. The FON-
AFIFO and the changes in the incentive programs
became enshrined in the 1996 forest law. By not
authorizing its existence, the new legislation also
officially killed the DGF (Asamblea Legislativa
1996). Joint implementation and tradable pollution
certificates were pursued separately.

Forest policy also took a decidedly more mar-
ket-friendly turn concerning private-sector timber
production. Command and control were out.
Liberalizing and privatizing permitting, extraction,
and transportation were in. Castro and his team
believed that the myriad rules and regulations
related to extraction were cumbersome and invit-
ed corruption. They also argued that strict rules
regarding extraction hindered the economic devel-
opment of the timber industry. The focus had
been on control over trees, rather than on forest
management. Moreover, the requirements were
the same for native forests, plantations, and sec-
ondary forests. Consequently, it was felt that a
reduction in direct government involvement and a
liberalization of forest management would be ben-
eficial, adding economic value to the forest, thus,
at least in theory, providing incentives not to
change land use (Árias 1997; Alfaro 1997).

Given this diagnosis, the new forest law sim-
plified and streamlined permitting for timber
extraction to reduce the costs of bureaucratic
transactions. Permits were also made valid for
longer than one year; less paperwork was
required for plantation timber; and conditions
were eased to remove trees from fields, small for-
est remnants, secondary forests, and for the using
timber for improvements on farms as opposed to
commercialization. Policymakers assumed that
landowners would not take advantage of
increased private responsibility over compliance
with the law to enhance their own gains.

The deregulation of log transportation was
also undertaken to reduce private-sector costs and
to remove incentives for official corruption. Before
1996, each tree was stamped to certify legal
extraction, and each load had to have a manifest
stipulating the origin and destination of the timber,
the amount approved for extraction, and the pro-

portion of that amount on the truck. The new for-
est law replaced individual tree stamping with a
single symbol for the entire load and a reusable
manifest.

In keeping with goal of administrative decen-
tralization and devolution of responsibility to the
private sector (meaning less burden and expense
for the public sector) as of 1996, private-sector
organizations replaced many of the DGF’s func-
tions (Asamblea Legislativa 1996; Árias 1997;
Barrantes 1997). The institution of the regencies
(regencias) as a mechanism to improve control
and oversight of timber extraction was the most
important innovation. Private agents, the regents
(regentes), were granted the right to take over
most oversight and control functions that were
once the purview of the DGF. Regents must be
members of the College of Agronomists; they are
bonded; and they have been granted fe pública,
meaning the legal presumption of operating in
good faith. Regents can design management plans
and have the duty to police their clients’ compli-
ance with rules and regulations. Regents can be
held liable if forest management is found to be
out of compliance by MINAE spot checks. Of
course, forest owners who could not afford a
regent have the right, in due course, to be attend-
ed to by a MINAE forester.

Castro and his policy-making team believed
that the institution of the regencia would increase
the efficiency of the MINAE in the forest sector
(Árias 1997). The regency freed public-sector per-
sonnel to concentrate on inspection and oversight
rather than on spending so much time on the per-
mitting process. Although MINAE personnel still
had to approve regents’ management plans, it was
now a one-stop process. A regent presented
MINAE with the whole management package; if it
was procedurally correct, it was approved. In the
past, petitioners had to go to multiple departments
for the permitting process and submit to field
inspections. All of this had cost time and money
and opened opportunities for corruption.

In keeping with the participatory principle of
sustainable development, new forest policy
offered a space for private-sector and NGO partic-
ipation in policy formulation and policy imple-
mentation through the National Forest Office
(Oficina Nacional Forestal — ONF) and the
Certifying Commission (Asamblea Legislativa
1996). The ONF, a private-sector institution, is
essentially an advisory board to the MINAE, and it
is also responsible for research and information
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campaigns. The Certifying Commission is a volun-
tary program in which forest owners open tracts
under exploitation to inspection to certify that the
extractive process is in compliance with norms of
sustained-yield management, as defined by law
and further private-sector criteria. Once certified,
forest owners are free from government oversight
for a number of years.

Conservation vs. Sustainable Timber
Production

During the current Christian Social Union Party
(Partido Unión Social Cristiano) government of
Miguel Ángel Rodríguez (1998-2002), MINAE
Minister Elizabeth Odio, who is also the second
vice president of Costa Rica, has concentrated on
the consolidation and expansion of the market-ori-
ented approach to sustainable development. Most
policy debates with respect to the forest centered
on the Environmental Services Act, which was
sent to the National Assembly in February 1999,
where it still awaits final deliberation on the floor
of the National Assembly. This act seeks to codify
and institutionalize the new system of government
funding for the sustainable development of
forests, based on payment for environmental ser-
vices (Pago por Servicios Ambientales — PSAs),
established during the Figueres administration.
The debate has been couched mainly in the lan-
guage of market-style development, with social
forestry concerns only rarely discussed in legisla-
tive commission hearings. At its core, this bill, as
did the Biodiversity Law of 1998, addresses the
incorporation of biodiversity and environmental
services into overall economic growth plans.

The debate over the PSAs and the
Environmental Services Act, which replicates many
of the controversies aroused by the earlier
Biodiversity Law, has been contentious. It reveals
a fundamental divide in the market-based environ-
mental discourse between the advocates of biodi-
versity conservation and forest industrialists,
including the logging complex. In other words,
the main cleavage is between those who promote
absolute forest protection to maintain biodiversity
and those who urge state support for sustainable
timber production from forests and reforested
lands and. Consequently, the central question has
become whether forests should be used for wood
at all. Environmentalists argue for strict protection
of the primary forest, on the assumption that sus-
tainable management is a code term for deforesta-

tion. The forest sector counters that absolute pro-
tection stifles economic growth and takes large
areas of land out of the hands of potentially pro-
ductive sectors (Basco and Silva 2000).

Meanwhile, advocates of community forestry
as a means to address the livelihood component
of sustainable development have lost the foothold
they had achieved in the past. The debates over
the 1995 forestry law at least saw substantial dis-
cussion of peasant livelihood issues. Current
debates largely avoid discussion of concrete mea-
sures to support poor small landowners as a
means to address the social equity component of
sustainable development.

Worse, peasant organizations have lost state
support due to the phasing-out of government
agencies and funds that formerly supported agro-
forestry and small-scale native species reforesta-
tion. First, the demotion of the Department of
Peasant Development (Departamento de
Desarrollo Campesino) from a full-fledged agency
to a small program within the MINAE has robbed
organizations built on the ideals of community
forestry of effective support within the state
(Canet 1997). Second, funds specifically ear-
marked for community forestry have been termi-
nated. The Fund for Forestry Development’s
(Fondo de Desarrollo Forestal — FDF) replace-
ment by the system of payment for environmental
services has tended to favor larger landholders.
This shift has led to a general state of disillusion-
ment in the peasant sector with regard to sustain-
able development and forest conservation. It has
also contributed to substantial disarray among
peasant organizations interested in those ideals.

The struggle among conservationists, timber
interests, and advocates of community forestry has
taken place in a complicated policy-making setting
that involves the MINAE, the National Assembly,
and policy-making boards created by the
Rodríguez administration. Environmentalists main-
ly interested in biodiversity conservation have
gained the upper hand in the MINAE, where
Minister Odio has centralized decisionmaking, and
used their ascendancy to define policy agendas.
This, for example, was the purpose of initial drafts
of the Environmental Services Act sent to the leg-
islature. However, two additional institutions
ensured wider participation in the policy-making
process. One of those venues was the  Concer-
tation Commission (Mesas de Concertación), a
consensus-building mechanism for setting policy
agendas during the Rodríguez administration. The
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other was the Agriculture and Natural Resources
Committee of the National Assembly. As a result,
the final bill was a more well-balanced document,
one that included the demands of a broader spec-
trum of stakeholders.

How did these actors and institutions shape
the Environmental Services Bill? Upon taking
office in mid-1998, the Rodríguez government
issued a decree that established a national consen-
sus-seeking commission — the Mesa Nacional de
Concertación — covering a number of conflictive
topics, including environmental policy. This
proved to be a valuable exercise that brought
together actors whose interests were often in con-
flict with one another, such as supporters of biodi-
versity conservation, market-oriented sustainable
timber production, and peasant interests. For
peasant organizations in particular, the Concer-
tation Commission provided an option other than
protests by which to influence policy. The result-
ing documents, which required the signatures of
all participating organizations, would serve as the
basis for bills the administration intended to sub-
mit to Congress. 

Yet, this attempt to incorporate diverse view-
points into lawmaking was only partially success-
ful. The documents emerging from Concertación
commissions often changed substantially when
presiding ministries edited them for presentation
to the relevant legislative commission in the
National Assembly. This occurred with the
Environmental Services Commission and the trans-
lation of its work into the Environmental Services
Act, an attempt to codify the system of payment
for environmental services into law (Basco and
Silva 2000). The Environmental Services
Commission focused on three areas: the definition
of environmental services, financing, and partici-
pation in administrative institutions.
Recommendations included provisions for biodi-
versity conservation, timber extraction, and,
although fainter, community forestry and mixed-
use. Thus, the commission took into account the
interests of conservationists, timber producers, and
poor peasants. 

The MINAE, however, revised the document
strongly in favor of conservationists when it craft-
ed the Environmental Services Act (MINAE 1998b).
The definition of environmental services in the bill
was skewed toward non-timber functions, such as
carbon storage and watershed and habitat protec-
tion that reinforce opportunities to pursue bio-
prospecting, and scenic beauty. The fiscal incen-

tives for environmental services were biased in
favor of conservation, emphasizing the protection
of primary forest over reforestation and logging.
The proposed administrative structure strongly
favored conservationists, weakly included  market-
oriented timber producers, and shut out environ-
mental and peasant organizations that supported
more community forestry-oriented approaches.
Yet, the MINAE did not have the last word in the
policy-making process; it had to undergo legisla-
tive review.

The MINAE presented its draft bill to the
Legislative Assembly’s Agricultural and Natural
Resources Committee in late November 1998. A
timber producer alliance of the Costa Rican
Forestry Council (Cámara Costarricence Forestal —
CCF) and the National Peasant Forestry Coalition
(Junta Nacional Forestal Campesina — JUNAFOR-
CA) lobbied strenuously against the MINAE bill in
committee hearings (Barrantes 1999; Vega 1999;
Alfaro 1999). The CCF, which represented timber
industrialists and large-scale reforesters, dominated
the coalition. JUNAFORCA, which by then mainly
represented medium-sized holdings instead of a
poor peasant base, joined the CCF because that it
believed the principle of forest use for wood pro-
duction took precedence over other interests that
might divide the two organizations. The CCF glad-
ly accepted aid from an organization that gave its
arguments greater legitimacy by including more
disadvantaged social groups. Moreover, the
CCF/JUNAFORCA alliance had an institutional
base of power in the ONF. The ONF gave them
official advisory rights in the policy-making
process. 

Testimony from the ONF/CCF/JUNAFORCA
alliance convinced key deputies on the committee
of two of their major concerns: first, that the pro-
posed bill shut producers of biodiversity and envi-
ronmental services (the owners of forests and
plantations) out of the decisionmaking process
and, second, that the bill, as written, was redun-
dant. It added unnecessary bureaucracy to the sys-
tem  established by the 1995 forestry law, princi-
pally to the FONANFIFO and the regents.

The Agriculture and Natural Resources
Committee remanded the text to an ad hoc sub-
committee composed of the major members of
original Concertación working group to formulate
a new bill. There, the private sector (including
JUNAFORCA), allied with the Costa Rican Network
for Private Nature Reserves (Red Costarricence de
Reservas Naturales Privadas — RCRP) to write a
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draft. This version gave preference to their eco-
nomic interests and granted them a strong pres-
ence in the executive committee (Junta Directiva)
of the new National Fund for Environmental
Services (Fondo Nacional de Servicios Ambientales
— FONASA), which would replace FONAFIFO
(MINAE 1999b). Significantly, organizations repre-
senting poor peasants or indigenous groups were
largely absent from committee hearings and meet-
ings of the subcommittee that recast the bill.
Based on the subcommittee’s recommendations,
the MINAE sent a new draft back to the legislative
committee in February 1999. After additional
debate, the Agriculture and Natural Resources
Committee approved a bill on April 28, 1999, and
forwarded it for full floor debate (Basco and Silva
2000; Tico Times 1999). As of this writing in
February 2001, the bill remains on the plenary
agenda of the Legislative Assembly.

In the end, a more well-balanced bill that
addressed nearly every objection raised by the
major organizations that participated in the policy
process was presented to the Legislative Assembly
(MINAE 1999a). Duplication of bureaucracy, a
major critique of the ONF/CCF/JUNAFORCA
alliance, was eliminated by replacing FONAFIFO
with FONASA. Fiscal incentives — including a
substantial proportion of funds generated by
hydroelectric projects — favored the protection of
primary forests over their sustainable use by limit-
ing their disbursement mainly to forest conserva-
tion and plantations. This was a key demand of
environmentalists as represented by the CCT and
the Conservation Federation (Federación
Costarricence para la Conservación del Ambiente
— FECON) in opposition to timber interests. By
the same token, funds generated by hydroelectric
projects on private land would not be used to pay
state debts to landowners whose property had
been expropriated to form national parks. A sepa-
rate account was established for that purpose.
Medium- and small-scale producers received a
nod, in that FONASA was specifically charged
with benefiting them via credits and other mecha-
nisms for forest management, reforestation, estab-
lishment of tree nurseries, recovery of degraded
areas, and financing technology for the extraction,
industrialization, and commercialization of timber.
These measures, however, fell short of establish-
ing a specific account for poor smallholder peas-
ants. This was a critical omission. Individual peas-
ants and their generally weaker organizations
would have to compete for scarce resources on
nearly equal footing with economically and orga-

nizationally stronger social groups: the timber
interests.

Representation on the executive board of the
FONASA proved to be another contentious issue
that was partially resolved in the final bill. The
board includes two representatives from the pub-
lic sector; one from MINAE and one from the
Ministry of Agriculture (Ministerio de Agricultura y
Ganadería — MAG); two representatives from the
private sector to be nominated by the ONF; one
from the timber industry; and one from the orga-
nizations of medium and small timber producers.
In practice, this meant that the CCF would repre-
sent medium producers and JUNAFORCA would
represent the smaller producers. One spot was
also reserved for a national NGO representing pri-
vate nature preserves, the RCRNP. These were the
organizations that would, in the first instance,
wrestle with decisions over how to distribute
FONASA’s benefits. Although they clearly leaned
toward market and timber producer interests, a
legal definition of environmental services that
privileged conservation and plantations over forest
management constrained them.

To overcome objections to such narrow repre-
sentation by environmentalists, organizations of
poor peasants, and other government agencies,
the Environmental Services Bill mandates the cre-
ation of a second policy-making arena, the
Environmental Services Advisory Council (Consejo
Asesor de Servicios Ambientales — COASA),
which is supposed to be an advisory, consensus-
building arena for FONASA’s decisionmaking
process. The COASA is, indeed, a well-balanced
organ of representation. It includes one represen-
tative each from the following government agen-
cies: the MINAE, the MAG, the Institute for
Agrarian Development (Instituto de Desarrollo
Agrario, the land reform agency whose inclusion
was a key demand of the Mesa Nacional
Campesina), the Tourism Institute, the Costa Rican
Electricity Institute, and the Costa Rican Institute
of Sewers and Aqueducts. Two places each are
reserved for the following sectors of civil society:
the forest sector, the tourist sector, organizations
of agricultural producers, environmentalists, and
universities. The interaction of COASA and the
executive board of FONASA will determine the
distribution of credit, the environmental services
to receive incentives, and the form of distribution.

These arrangements notwithstanding, the
Rodríguez administration has seen the rift among
market-oriented stakeholders widen.
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Conservationists and timber producers disagree on
the definition of environmental services, which
services should receive priority, and the selection
of sources of financing. For now, conservationists
seem to have the upper hand, based on their
ascendancy in the MINAE and that ministry’s
financial distress. As will be seen in the next sec-
tion, forest policy debates beyond the Environ-
mental Services Act also support this conclusion.

Successes, Problems, and Trade-Offs

Costa Rica’s forest policy reforms are too recent
for rigorous evaluation; however, some

impressionistic data exist. On the positive side, the
red tape involved in receiving and administering
the incentive funds has diminished dramatically.
This frees both landowners and public officials to
carry out other work. By the same token, the
regente system has increased the supply of people
and offices allowed to draw up forest manage-
ment plans. Again, this has positive benefits for
landowners and public officials. The same applies
to liberalization of transportation.

What are public officials freer to accomplish?
The SINAC has a central office in San José and
regional offices, one for each conservation area.
Deregulation frees central office personnel to
devote more time to agenda-setting, planning, and
policy formulation. For the moment, this has
meant pursuing cutting-edge, market-oriented
strategies to fund biodiversity conservation: joint-
implementation, internationally tradable pollution
permits, and biodiversity prospecting. Meanwhile,
the regional and subregional offices of SINAC
carry out policy implementation, mainly interpreta-
tions of regulation and oversight. This division of
labor allows for more rapid responses to regional
and subregional problems.

The creation of the National Forest Office and
the Certification Commission have expanded and
intensified intra-private-sector communication,
enabling these groups to focus on defining goals
and elaborating strategies for action. Since the sec-
ond half of the 1990s, this strategy has concentrat-
ed on ensuring that payments for environmental
services also include production in the form of
sustained-yield timber extraction, reforestation,
establishing tree plantations, and industrialization.
These private-sector institutions strengthen the
participatory component of sustainable develop-
ment, at least in terms of formal civil society par-
ticipation in the policy process. The proposed

National Fund for Environmental Services and
Environmental Services Advisory Council would
expand such participation to conservation groups
and organizations of poor peasants as well.

A number of difficulties temper these positive
assessments. The bureaucratic process may have
been streamlined, but the decline of public-sector
commitment to adding value to the forest and
plantations in order to manage them sustainably
leaves substantial tracts of privately owned forests
open to destruction by unsustainable extraction.
From the very beginning of José Figueres’ admin-
istration in 1994, Minister Castro and his team
wanted to dismantle the incentive system, with the
exception of the conservation certificates
(Certificados de Conservación del Bosque —
CCBs). During the Rodríguez administration,
Minister Odio has continued the trend. The two
ministers’ views were in keeping with their gov-
ernments’ commitments to fiscal austerity, eco-
nomic stabilization, and free-market economic
restructuring programs.

Declining budgetary allocations for the various
forestry incentive programs (managed forestry,
reforestation, plantations, and conservation) were
part of the problem. The 1996 Forestry Law stipu-
lated that one-third of a new gasoline “green” tax
should be apportioned to FONAFIFO. But the
Treasury Department refused to release those
funds to MINAE and instead sent the “green” rev-
enues to a general fund (Caja Única) and dis-
bursed them for different purposes. During the
Figueres administration, the private sector (primar-
ily timber industrialists and JUNAFORCA) put
intense political pressure on President Figueres
himself to keep incentives for production and
reforestation (CCF 1997; Rivera 1997). His adminis-
tration negotiated with the Treasury Department
for a much smaller share of the gasoline tax, less
than 20 percent. In 1998 (the date of the latest
available complete annual figures), the Rodríguez
administration had received about the same share
of the tax (Barrantes 2000b).

These funds were barely enough to cover
existing commitments and were insufficient for
program expansion. Not only that, but the dis-
bursement of incentives for reforestation and for-
est management has been slow and erratic
(Barrantes 1997). Meanwhile, although FONAFIFO
is accepting new contracts, most are for conserva-
tion (Barrantes 2000a). Further proof of declining
state commitment for sustainable forestry came in
May of 2000, when Minister Odio abolished the
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managed forestry category of the payment for
environmental services system. MINAE’s rationale
— in part echoing conservationist critiques — was
that under tight budgets, it made no sense to pay
the forestry industry for the production of prod-
ucts they planned to profit from in the market-
place (Sánchez 2000). Timber interests suspect
that Minister Odio welcomed environmentalists’
complaints because she wants to reassert state
control over the forests. They warn that landown-
ers now have an incentive to cut trees without
any type of sustained-yield management plans,
increasing deforestation (Barrantes 2000a). And it
is not as if most of the budget for fiscal incentives
goes to forest management. Only one-tenth was
allocated for that purpose. The forest protection
category accounted for seven-tenths of total
expenditures for environmental services, although
the payment per hectare was less than for forest
management (Barrantes 2000a). 

The sources of additional funding sought by
FONAFIFO underscore the trend away from man-
aged forestry. FONAFIFO has pinned many of its
hopes on a World Bank loan (Asamblea
Legislativa 2000). As the World Bank no longer
supports timber production, one assumes the
funds will be allocated to conservation. FONAFI-
FO is also relying on money from power compa-
nies for watershed protection, which centers on
conservation and reforestation, not timber use.
Furthermore, FONAFIFO is searching for new pri-
vate-sector funds, such as payments from tourism-
related companies that use forests as business cap-
ital as well as new joint implementation contracts
— all biased toward conservation (Basco and Silva
2000).

The implementation of administrative decen-
tralization has introduced uncertainties that make
it difficult for the public sector to carry out its
roles of planning, regulation, and oversight or to
provide prompt attention to those eligible for gov-
ernment services. For example, substantial confu-
sion over rule interpretation reigns at the regional
and subregional levels. The variation in interpreta-
tion across administrative boundaries hampers
program implementation, which now hinges on
the actions of private-sector, small farmer, and
peasant organizations and producers. There are no
clear signals for them to follow. Moreover, compa-
nies and NGOs have to deal with each regional
and subregional headquarters separately, more
work than these organizations are equipped to
handle. As a result, their efficiency declines, and

members become discouraged. Extraction and
conservation programs begin to suffer because
individuals have fewer incentives to comply with
rules and regulations (Barrantes 1997).

MINAE personnel cutbacks aggravate the
problem. Fewer public-sector officials are avail-
able to handle the claims at the regional and sub-
regional levels. They are swamped with petitions
for rule interpretations. Uncertainty over their reg-
ulatory function hinders them from carrying out
their oversight roles, which require time to go out
into the field and inspect. The lack of adequate
transportation for those officials further hampers
their oversight capabilities, as does the absence of
coordination between departments when conser-
vation area boundaries do not coincide with those
of local ecosystems (Araya 1997; González 1997;
Martínez 1997; E. Rodríguez 1997).

Questionable MINAE commitment to the
decentralization process under Minister Odio com-
pounds these difficulties. Her tendency to central-
ize management led to antagonism between
MINAE and the regional councils of the conserva-
tion areas. Moreover, despite some success stories,
many environmentalists consider decentralization a
failure because they are underrepresented on the
regional councils (Mora 1999). In part, SINAC
local councils have failed to achieve the promised
level of civil society participation because of
MINAE’s difficulties in motivating local groups to
participate in discussions. However, there is some
evidence that this may be largely due to a lack of
effort and commitment by MINAE itself (Gutiérrez
2000).

What lies at the root of MINAE’s flagging inter-
est in decentralization? Perhaps Minister Odio is
more interested in restructuring the MINAE to pro-
vide for more effective and cohesive policymaking
in concert with the Ministries of Health and
Agriculture to avoid duplication, complexity, and
turf battles (Odio 2000). After all, air, soil, and
water pollution had been overlooked by existing
legislation. Such a goal would be compatible with
her recent attempts to have the Constitutional
Tribunal (Sala IV) of the Supreme Court abolish
the National Commission for the Management of
Biodiversity (Comisión Nacional para la Gestión
de la Biodiversidad), which was established under
articles 14-22 of the Biodiversity Law. That com-
mission placed MINAE in competition with other
line ministries.

Declining budgets and problems with decen-
tralization have a negative impact on the public
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sector’s oversight capacity (González 1997;
Martínez 1997). This invites corruption of public
officials and cheating by the private sector, mak-
ing it next to impossible to control extraction
rates. Moreover, less ethical regents are tempted to
draw up extraction plans based solely on data
provided by the client (who has an incentive to
extract as much as possible), without field visits in
either the planning or extractive stages. Forest
industry representatives seem unconcerned, argu-
ing that state control of tree-cutting under the
DGF system was no better than the current system
(Barrantes 2000a). Others in the sector, such as
the RCRP, argue for reforms of the regente system
(Marín 2000). They believe that abuses can be
reduced by using biologists and ecologists as for-
est inspectors or at least including them on
inspection teams. Environmentalists currently hope
to address these issues in the MINAE commission
assigned to evaluate and change the 1998
Biodiversity Law.

However, insufficient oversight has other
sources as well. Under current guidelines, the
deregulation of transportation contributes to
overextraction (González 1997). With the current
manifest forms, it is impossible to control for sus-
tained-yield logging. Moreover, liberalization of
extraction from small landholdings lends itself to
abuse because farmers have begun to subdivide
their land among relatives and associates in order
to reap the economic benefits of timber on their
property (J. Rodríguez 1997). Their extraction pat-
terns are clearly not oriented toward sustained-
yield extraction.

As currently implemented, the regente system
allows larger landowners to have advantages over
smallholders and poor peasants (Cárdenas 2000).
Between 1999 and 2000, environmentalists — who
oppose any logging of primary forests — criticized
the system for promoting deforestation, as it
helped larger landowners (the only ones who can
afford regente services) to extract timber from
forests more freely. Evidence from frontier regions
such as Osa Peninsula and Tortuguero/Barra
Colorado supports such conclusions (Evans 1999,
180-181). Meanwhile, organizations that offer
regente services, such as CODEFORSA, prefer larg-
er projects because they make more money per
unit of staff time than with a number of smaller
projects. The fact that small-scale landowners who
could not afford regente services had a right to
service by MINAE foresters was of little help. Most
had difficulty understanding bureaucratic proce-

dures or lacked time to comply with them.
Moreover, MINAE lacked sufficient personnel to
supply timely service.

Forest policy reform from 1994 to 2000 has
implied the acceptance of two common trade-offs
regarding the major components of sustainable
development. The first one has been a preference
for conservation over sustained-yield management
or multiple use of the forest.5 As currently
designed, the turn to global market-oriented
instruments for the funding of forest policy has
tied revenues to conservation of core areas over
buffer-zone management and sustainable-ecosys-
tem management beyond that. The money raised
is to be spent on the preservation of forests and
reforestation. Meanwhile, deregulation, liberaliza-
tion, privatization of oversight, and slashing incen-
tives for the economic use of the forest are clear
signals that the public sector is giving up on sus-
tained-yield and multiple-use management of
native forests. For all intents and purposes, native
forests in the hands of private individuals who are
not interested in conservation have been aban-
doned to their fate.

The second trade-off in Costa Rica’s forest pol-
icy is a clear choice in favor of market-oriented
conservation and reforestation instead of support
for community development or cooperative
behavior. It is up to individuals to respond or to
adjust to the incentives offered. Cooperative
behavior for the development of peasant or small-
holder communities is discouraged. Existing coop-
eratives and peasant and smallholder organizations
are threatened by diminished revenues; their oper-
ating budgets partly depend on a percentage of
the funds generated by government incentives. As
a result, cooperatives that offer regente services
have a strong incentive to ignore small, poor
peasants. They get more revenue per staff mem-
ber by accepting large projects. Other coopera-
tives collapse as a result of poor business deci-
sions when they decide to establish private enter-
prises (Canet 2000). The most common problem is
size. Organizations attempt ventures on too large a
scale. They overreach their human resources as
well as technical, managerial, and financial (debt)
capacities. Bankruptcy and the end of the cooper-
ative is often the result. Stronger peasant-specific
state agencies could help prevent this problem by
offering timely advice.

The SINAC and decentralization have also neg-
atively affected the provision of advocacy services.
The social services organizations have to maintain
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a presence in many regional offices (instead of
just one central office) and keep up with sui
generis interpretations of rules to do the paper-
work for their members, one of their primary
functions. Social services organizations have also
lost institutional presence and support in the exec-
utive branch of government with the dismantling
of the DGF, which effectively gutted the
DECAFOR (Canet 1997; Bauer 1997). Price compe-
tition from regents saps organizational strength by
luring away members (Barrantes 1997).

The bias toward the market extends to eco-
tourism, an integral element of SINAC’s strategy.
Established Costa Rican and foreign firms and
conservationist, urban-based NGOs dominate. The
SINAC does publicize grassroots ecotourism as an
attractive land use option for peasants. But the
lack of concrete support has led to the failure of
many attempted ventures. This has generated a
climate of frustration and resentment among peas-
ants. Moreover, the Certificate for Sustainable
Tourism (Certificación para la Sostenibilidad
Turística — CST)6 provides little room for partici-
pation by local communities (Baez 2000).
Problems with the CSTs are caused, in part, by
budgetary constraints that restrict the Costa Rican
Institute for Tourism’s (Instituto Costarricence de
Turismo — ICT) extension programs. Meanwhile,
a national consortium of grassroots tourism pro-
jects is in discussion with the ICT to modify the
CST program (Monge 2000).

What are the implications of these develop-
ments for the implementation of sustainable devel-
opment in Costa Rica’s forests? Costa Rica’s new
forest policy emphasizes a market-oriented view
of sustainable development that favors conserva-
tion (understood as habitat preservation) over sus-
tainable use, and it stimulates reforestation by
large-scale corporations or landowners. It is hoped
that those same agents will engage in sustained-
yield management of natural forests, but there is
resignation over the fate of privately owned
forests if they do not. The moral imperative is not
to subsidize timber extraction, especially from pri-
mary forests. Under these circumstances, priority
must be given to the conservation of primary
forests protected in expanding national park sys-
tems and by concentrating incentives on the
restoration of pasture, secondary forests, and tree
plantations. The global, regional, and local envi-
ronmental functions of forests are stressed (green-
house gas emission control, soil erosion control,
watershed maintenance). Focusing on these envi-

ronmental services allows policymakers to empha-
size conservation while sidestepping thorny ques-
tions of social order; in this way, they can avoid
the difficulties of formulating and implementing
redistributive policies.

Costa Rica’s new forest policy neglects the
basic needs component of sustainable develop-
ment. It reveals little interest in integrating the sat-
isfaction of basic needs with biodiversity conserva-
tion and the sustainable use of resources. This is a
paradox, given the dominant discourse of includ-
ing local communities in conservation policy. The
irony is compounded by the struggle between tim-
ber interests and conservationists for the support
of peasant organizations. Each side claims it has
the interests of the peasantry at heart.

The problem is that since the middle of the
1990s, Costa Rican forest policy has dismantled or
ignored the sociological and institutional require-
ments for effective programs to meet the basic
needs component of sustainable development.
Gone is the support for collective action to build
cooperatives to pool resources, generate
autonomous peasant organizations, train personnel
(thus raising skill levels), add value to timber, and
encourage nontimber use. Thrust into the market,
established cooperatives find it difficult to resist
the temptation to overreach themselves and be
destroyed, as occurred with the Guanacaste Forest
Development Association (Asociación Guana-
casteca de Desarrollo Forestal — AGUADEFOR).
Crucial state support in the form of specialized,
independent agencies, budgets, credit, and trust
funds specifically allocated for peasant develop-
ment have been dismantled, gutted, or terminated.
The majority of unorganized, poor, smallholders
and peasants are left to their fate in the market.
The entrepreneurial among them may individually
attempt microenterprises only to find they cannot
succeed, as has been the case with ecotourism.
The eligibility requirements, paperwork, and
bureaucratic rules for meager per hectare conser-
vation benefits discourage individual participation
in the conservation certificate or reforestation pro-
gram. From the small, poor peasant’s point of
view, the market encourages them to sell or aban-
don their holdings, migrate to cities, or become
day laborers on banana plantations. At best, small-
holders might be able to sell timber to established
companies.

The discourse of participation has displaced
the vital sociological and institutional conditions to
meet the basic needs criteria of sustainable devel-
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opment. Including organizations that represent
smallholders in the policy-making process
becomes the primary criterion. Concerns over the
organizations’ effectiveness or representativeness
are not at issue. Little thought is given to whether
an organization can actually make its voice heard,
much less heeded, when it is but one of many on
a policy-making board — a role that is potentially
even more marginal if the institution is only an
advisory board, as so often is the case. Moreover,
there is the question of the organization’s repre-
sentativeness. Does it really represent poor, small-
holding peasants, or does it articulate the interests
of its more prosperous segments?

In conclusion, a crude pluralist image of poli-
cymaking informs the discourse: the mere inclu-
sion of an interest group in the policy process
implies that policy output will address their sub-
stantive demands. Such an image ignores the eco-
nomic, institutional, and political asymmetries of
power among peasant organizations, the private
sector, and mainstream well-established NGOs.
This conception of participation accompanied by
programs that offer jobs and training to only a few
individuals (park rangers and parataxonomists) or
that emphasize environmental education will not
suffice to meet the basic needs criteria of sustain-
able development. Participation in the policy
process is a necessary but not sufficient condition.
The problem of power asymmetries for peasant
organizations and their representativeness must
also be addressed. Under current conditions,
mainstream state institutions, private-sector
groups, and environmental NGOs benefit the
most. However, the tug of war between centraliz-
ing and decentralizing trends has left even these
relatively privileged sectors of civil society uncer-
tain over the effectiveness of their participation.

The Politics of Inclusion

The trade-offs discussed above are more the
result of politics and ideology than inherent

incompatibilities between biodiversity conserva-
tion and the satisfaction of basic needs through
the sustainable use of resources. The forest poli-
cies of the 1980s and the 1990s were shaped by
shifts in the political fortunes of opposing political
camps. One camp encompassed a network of pro-
fessionals who believed in community develop-
ment and cooperative behavior as an approach to
satisfy the basic needs component of sustainable
development (Silva 1997). These professionals

gained ascendency in the Árias government from
1986 to 1990. Their positions in the state and con-
sultancies to the MIRENEM gave them a base of
political power. Because Costa Rica is a country
rich in associational life, it was an easy step for
these officials to ally with peasant and smallholder
cooperatives seeking a solution to the depressed
economic conditions of their regions in the wake
of the collapse of cattle, sugar, and cotton mar-
kets. Those cooperatives grew, multiplied, formed
networks, and federated as the National Peasant
Forestry Coalition (JUNAFORCA) (Solís 1993).

The external sector, mainly social democratic
Scandinavian governments (the Netherlands in
particular), provided much-needed, in fact, pivotal
support. Programs, funding, and their insistence
on a special office for peasant affairs in the DGF
— the DECAFOR — were key to the flourishing
of a community development approach to sustain-
able development in the forest sector (Segura
1997). A myriad of other international programs,
sponsored by developed countries, emphasized
community participation in buffer zone manage-
ment around national parks (Umaña and Brandon
1992).

Costa Rica’s industrial timber interests — from
both the natural forest and plantation subsectors
— compose the other camp, along with influen-
tial, well-established environmental think tanks,
such as the CCT. These groups have opposed the
emphasis on community development and grow-
ing government regulation on the exploitation of
the forest. However, to all intents and purposes,
they had no political organization or allies. The
Calderón administration changed that. New
appointments to the MIRENEM provided the pri-
vate sector with more sympathetic ministerial lead-
ership (Silva 1997).

Nevertheless, once again, external actors
proved pivotal. The United States Agency for
International Development’s (USAID) regional
office for Central America helped to organize the
private sector and gave it programmatic orienta-
tion. The director of USAID’s rural development
office worked hard to model Costa Rican timber
interests along the lines of those of Chile. To that
end, together with key private-sector figures, he
ultimately helped to establish the Costa Rican
Forestry Council (CCF) (Barrau 1993; Peralta 1993;
Barrantes 1994). Private-sector timber interests in it
lobbied for liberalization and deregulation of the
timber sector — both for plantations and for
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native forests under private ownership (Peralta
1993; Sage 1994; Alfaro 1997).

During the Figueres administration, USAID
dropped into the background, and the CCF took
center stage. The CCF was dominated by producer
organizations representing larger-scale timber
interests. However, organizations that included
small-scale producers also participated, including
the JUNAFORCA, although the latter had an
ambivalent position. JUNAFORCA’s members
wanted less government regulation and believed
the CCF provided a vehicle to protect peasant
interests effectively in the struggle to reform forest
policy (Solís 1995). For its part, the CCF advocated
deregulation, liberalization, and the maintenance
of the incentive structure. It also wanted institu-
tionalized, effective participation of the private
sector in future policymaking (J. Rodríguez 1997).
JUNAFORCA tirelessly added modifications to CCF
proposals in keeping with peasant-sector interests
(JUNAFORCA representation in production and
policy-making boards, control over revenue ear-
marked for the peasant sector, and so on) (Solís
1995).

The Figueres administration shifted the bal-
ance of forces in the CCF in favor of large-scale
timber interests and away from the organizations
built around the incentive system, which helped
landowners navigate bureaucratic regulations,
carry out silvicultural tasks, and facilitate access to
the funds (J. Rodríguez 1997). The directors of the
SINAC and the framers of the law’s regulatory
body had long been part of the forces that
favored liberating private-sector timber interests
from government oversight and regulation. These
officials were more interested in effective promo-
tion of ecosystem management, with a specific
focus on forest conservation. Some of their critics
imply that these officials are not very concerned
about what happens to the forest under private
ownership and simply want well-run parks.

Moreover, key SINAC officials vigorously sup-
ported the private sector’s interest in developing
Chilean-style plantations to export timber (Alfaro
1997; Árias 1997). Key private-sector organizations,
such as the National Forest Office, the Certific-
ation Commission, and the CCF championed the
project. As in the Chilean model, large-scale pri-
vate timber interests and reforesters control those
institutions. In a system where markets dominate,
the private sector uses the peasant sector’s lack of
resources and the absence of government institu-
tional support (after dismantlement of the

DECAFOR) to corral peasant interests and to force
their acquiescence to large-scale timber interests.
Brandishing efficiency arguments, they maintain
that peasants have no place in production, devel-
opment of multiple use of forests, or in reforesta-
tion with commercial intent.

Although the situation has remained essentially
unchanged under the Rodríguez administration,
there have been changes in emphasis. For exam-
ple, the policy debate hardened between timber
interests who wanted state support for wood pro-
duction and conservationists who advocated
absolute forest protection to maintain biodiversity.
This narrowing of the policy debate influenced a
second change. It generated differences among
peasant organizations over the definition of their
own best interests and who their allies might be.
JUNAFORCA, the principal umbrella association
for forest-based peasants during the policy
debates of the 1980s and 1990s, experienced the
biggest transformation. 

In the late 1990s, JUNAFORCA’s leaders con-
cluded that the peasant sector was at heart a pro-
ductive sector and that its best chances for devel-
opment lay with the forest industry rather than
with environmentalists (Vega 2000). JUNAFORCA
felt environmentalists had abandoned peasants by
transferring their support to private nature
reserves in an attempt to promote strict protection
of forests above all else. Moreover, JUNAFORCA
resented the fact that environmental organizations,
such as the National Institution for Biodiversity
(Instituto Nacional de Biodiversidad — INBio),
have monopoly access to public land in protected
areas, while peasants may not even utilize isolated
pasture trees for their wood needs (Espinoza
2000). Further, environmentalists had made wood
production more expensive by pushing for regula-
tions at every step in the production process that
undermined the peasants’ ability to contribute to
the development of the national forest industry
(Barrantes 2000a).

Based on these redefinitions, during the
Rodríguez administration, JUNAFORCA has
reestablished its 1995 alliance with the forest
industry, as represented by the Costa Rican
Forestry Council within the National Forest Office.
Once again, the perception of a greater danger
emanating from the conservationist camp spurred
JUNAFORCA to sublimate its ambivalence over
timber industrialists. This was a significant step
because later in 1995, JUNAFORCA had concluded
that the CCF had merely used their organization to
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claim broad societal support for the retention of
state subsidies for managed forestry and plantation
forestry (Solís 1995). Once the timber industry had
achieved its goal, it ignored the programmatic
demands of JUNAFORCA.

In addition to its perception that environmen-
talists posed a greater threat than timber industri-
alists, two other factors contributed to the change
in JUNAFORCA’s posture. One was a redefinition
of the social group it represented. The organiza-
tion’s revised focus is on “peasants” whose hold-
ings permit them to participate individually in a
market-driven timber industry. JUNAFORCA now
speaks mainly for relatively well-to-do peasants
who are, in fact, in the Costa Rican context, medi-
um-sized landowners. In JUNAFORCA’s view, a
landowner with a 100- hectare farm is still consid-
ered a peasant; broader yet, a peasant is anyone
who makes his/her livelihood from use of the
land in rural areas. By the same token, JUNAFOR-
CA now pays little attention to poor, small land-
holders because they cannot contribute much to
the development of the forest industry — they
have inherent limitations in producing uniform
high-quality timber in a timely fashion (Espinoza
2000).

A change in JUNAFORCA’s organizational cen-
ter of gravity — from AGUADEFOR to CODEFOR-
SA — accompanied this redefinition of the social
sector it served. AGUADEFOR had had a strong
commitment to small, poor peasants as well as to
those who were better off. AGUADEFOR promot-
ed grassroots development, independence from
the timber industrialists, and had strong links to
the municipal peasant organizations of
Guanacaste. But AGUADEFOR collapsed as a
result of an ill-considered expansion into the mar-
ketplace, as it tried to create a timber company
capable of competing with established private-sec-
tor firms.

CODEFORSA, from the more central region of
San Carlos, had been in competition with
AGUADEFOR for leadership of the peasant
forestry movement throughout the entire period.
Its principal organizers had always been strong
supporters of market approaches to sustainable
forestry. They had been in the forefront of medi-
um-sized landowners’ efforts to break the more
cooperative-centered approach to grassroots
development. CODEFORSA was more interested
in finding a niche within the established forest
industry than in creating an independent peasant
sector.

Because of these changes within JUNAFORCA,
many grassroots forestry organizations do not con-
sider it as representative of their interests.
Moreover, they are rarely, if ever, consulted or
contacted by it (Cárdenas 2000). Consequently,
peasant-friendly forestry groups, such as the
Indian Peasants for Community Agroforestry
Coordinating Committee (Coodinadora Indígena
Campesina de Agroforestría Comunitaria —
CICAFOC), conclude that JUNAFORCA’s policy
stance is unrepresentative of peasant needs. Yet, if
the wood sector seems to have little to offer, more
grassroots-oriented peasant forestry organizations
see equal or less potential support from environ-
mentalists at the national level (Acosta 1999). By
and large, these organizations have been left on
their own in their search for projects and funding
sources that emphasize multiple use of the forest.
The redefinition of JUNAFORCA’s interests and
representativeness suggests that peasants —
defined as poor, small landholders — have largely
been shut out of participation in policy formula-
tion at the national level. JUNAFORCA, after all, is
the only organization within the CCF and the
National Forest Office that claims to represent
peasant interests. 

This conclusion may seem at odds with claims
by the timber sector and environmentalists alike
that peasants are a desirable strategic ally in Costa
Rica’s forest policy debate. Both sides have argued
forcefully that their proposals more effectively ful-
fill the participatory criteria of sustainable devel-
opment. The problem is that, for the most part,
the timber industry’s and the environmentalists’
overtures to peasants are in word only. For exam-
ple, the National Plan of Forest Development, pre-
pared by the ONF/MINAE, focuses on strengthen-
ing the capacity of Costa Rica’s industrial forestry
sector (MINAE 1998a). Conversely, the National
Biodiversity Strategy, prepared by INBio/MINAE,
focuses on the protection of primary forests
through economic valuing of the environmental
and biodiversity services these ecosystems provide
(MINAE 2000). Both claim that their plan attacks
rural poverty and ensures the active participation
of local communities in the management of natur-
al resources. Yet, both plans have little, if any,
concrete measures that include the social criteria
necessary to implement those claims. Mere
promises of a few jobs and training programs are
certainly insufficient. This strategy allows the ONF
to include JUNAFORCA as an integral member in
its lobbying efforts while ignoring the interests of
poor peasants. By the same token, peasant organi-
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zations are reluctant to ally with environmentalists
because they perceive that social criteria are only
of secondary concern to conservationists, if they
understand them at all (Basco and Silva 2000).

Framed this way, the political and ideological
divisions among three opposing forces seem
unsurmountable. Resurgent conservationists and
large-scale timber interests are the strongest.
Conservationists seek to blend traditional concerns
about primary forest protection with new ideas
drawn from conservation biology and environ-
mental economics, mainly through the concept of
payment for environmental services. They seek to
limit payment of public funds to forest protection
(parks and reserves), restoration, and reforestation.
Timber interests want to retain access to primary
forests (preferably with public incentives for man-
aged extraction), receive subsidies for plantation
forestry and technological improvements of their
enterprises, and benefit from reduced regulation.
Timber interests have also sought to break down
independent peasant-sector organizations in the
state and civil society to eliminate competition for
markets and scarce public and international
resources. Meanwhile, peasant organizations favor
community development (organizational aid) with
small-scale multiple use of resources for the satis-
faction of the basic needs component of sustain-
able development.

Costa Rica’s democratic political system and
pluralist style of policymaking offer an arena for
reconciliation of these divergent interests.
However, its institutions are not neutral. After a
brief interlude in the 1980s, conservation and tim-
ber interests have fared better than peasant orga-
nizations. Current international attention on mar-
ket instruments for biodiversity conservation in
addition to domestic political factors (control over
institutions) favor conservationists over others.
International organizations and multilateral lending
institutions frequently target conservation over
use, and conservationists dominate the MINAE.
However, this does not mean that timber interests
are helpless — they are adept at using Costa
Rica’s democratic and pluralist policy-making
process to advance their cause. Conservationists
may have gained the upper hand in the MINAE,
but timber industrialists have strong, effective rep-
resentation on MINAE policy-making boards, and
the legislature also protects their interests, as was
seen in the case of the Environmental Services
Bill.

In this context, peasant organizations have
become the third and least powerful interest
group by far. The discourse of sustainable devel-
opment demands their inclusion. But their
involvement is limited to participation in policy-
making boards in a highly subordinated manner.
No thought is given to the provision of the organi-
zational and material aid necessary for peasants’
success. Moreover, their principal officially recog-
nized interlocutor — JUNAFORCA — has changed
in ways that call its representation of peasants into
question. It has recast its demands in terms of nar-
row timber interests and has given up represent-
ing poor, small-scale peasants and cooperative
efforts for multiple use of the forest.

This situation suggests that Costa Rican policy-
makers and many international organizations have
made their choice with respect to trade-offs
among the components of sustainable develop-
ment. Policy mainly supports conservation and
market-oriented forestry. Meanwhile, rhetoric and
discourse aside, commitment for community
development and small-scale multiple use by poor
peasants has declined precipitously.

However, this trade-off is not necessarily per-
manent. Bringing together domestic and interna-
tional actors to include peasant concerns over
livelihood via community development and multi-
ple use of the forest is possible within existing
conditions. Because Costa Rica depends strongly
on international agencies to support its environ-
mental policy, the international arena offers peas-
ant organizations a promising entry point. Most
important, although most international agencies
currently focus on market instruments for biodi-
versity conservation and sustainable development,
their posture does not axiomatically exclude peas-
ant development. To the contrary, these agencies
officially recognize the need for it.

Unfortunately, most international agencies’
efforts toward peasant development have been
misguided. Project proposals consistently down-
play the elements necessary to implement commu-
nity development: organization and long-term
technical assistance for small-scale projects (that
may be scaled-up later). Programmatic lapses are
probably a function of the professional training of
those drafting the projects, who are frequently
steeped in conservation biology and environmen-
tal economics. Yet, these disciplines also stress
that satisfaction of basic needs and community
involvement in projects is necessary for project
success.
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What conditions, then, might lend substance
to the discourse on community development as
the means to fulfill the livelihood component of
sustainable development in Costa Rica? At mini-
mum, three factors are necessary. First, peasant
organizations themselves and the national and
international NGOs that support them must con-
tinue their unflagging efforts to influence the poli-
cy agenda. The social afforestation projects of the
1980s had an important organizational conse-
quence. They spawned several strong peasant
organizations that are likely to persist, given Costa
Rica’s rich tradition of a strong civil society. That
organizational base provides a platform from
which to act, from which to participate in project
formulation and policymaking. Crucial, however,
is that such participation must include the creation
of stronger, independent, peasant-specific depart-
ments within the MINAE (such as DECAFOR had
been); special accounts for community forestry;
and organizational assistance for peasant associa-
tions. These are key elements of the sociological
context necessary for the success of social
forestry.

Recent events suggest that movement in this
direction is possible. For example, when
JUNAFORCA still represented groups that support-
ed social forestry, it helped to force the Figueres
administration to keep the incentives for reforesta-
tion and managed forests for smallholders as well
as large-scale producers. During the Rodríguez
administration, the peasant organizations involved
in the Mesa Campesina, with help from legislators,
managed to attain representation on a significant
policy-making board, the Environmental Services
Advisory Council (Consejo Asesor de Servicios
Ambientales — COASA). This was a small but
important step. It included peasant organizations
other than JUNAFORCA — which had ceased to
represent them adequately — in the policy-mak-
ing process on a permanent basis.

The divisions and dissensions among in the
organizations that represent peasants, smallhold-
ers, and owners of medium-sized landholdings are
debilitating but could be transitory. The
JUNAFORCA’s alliance with the timber industry
may be only a marriage of convenience in light of
the perceived danger conservationists pose, and
JUNAFORCA may well walk away from it again.

For now, however, the main task of peasant
organizations is to continue to prove the viability
of their models. Currently, Central American
regional organizations are their main source of

support (Brenes 1999; Madrigal et al. 1997). In
1994, Costa Rica ratified the Treaty for the
Conservation of Biodiversity and Protection of
Protection of Priority Forestry Areas in Central
America (Convenio para la Conservación de la
Biodiversidad y Protección de Áreas Silvestres
Prioritarias en América Central). As part of that
treaty, the Central American Countries agreed to
make the Central American Commission for
Environment and Development (Comisión
Centroamericana de Ambiente y Desarrollo —
CCAD) the main organ for coordinating region-
wide forest policy (Asamblea Legislativa 1994).
Peasant interests are relatively strongly represent-
ed in the CCAD, with CICAFOC from Costa Rica
receiving funding from the International Union for
the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) to influence
policy and implement projects (IUCN 2000). By
the same token, the Forest, Trees, and Peoples
Programme (FTPP) of the United Nations Food
and Agriculture Organization also represents and
aids peasant interests (Chinchilla 2000; La
República 1997). In terms of policymaking, these
organizations have made some headway at the
regional level; however, at the national level they
have concentrated on influencing project design
and have little influence on high-level policymak-
ing.

These sources of support and small successes
offer peasant and smallholder organizations
breathing room for survival, a space for reorgani-
zation in a relatively hostile policy environment.
Part of that process of organizational reconstruc-
tion should involve intellectual growth to take
advantage of new opportunities in the internation-
al arena. Peasant and smallholder organizations
might be well advised to study the core concepts
of conservation biology and understand how
peasant interests fit into them. From there, they
can formulate innovative arguments about how
peasant life contributes to maintaining the ecologi-
cal balance that allows forests to provide their
myriad environmental services. The question these
organizations need to answer is: how do peasants
enhance, facilitate, or preserve the forest’s ability
to provide its environmental services? How would
the absence of those activities be detrimental? In
short, peasant organizations must become intellec-
tually and technically more sophisticated. This
they can do with the patient, diplomatic, and sen-
sitive help of international organizations, NGOs,
and universities. Then peasant organizations will
be in a position to influence the programmatic
content of biodiversity conservation projects in
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ways that include peasant concerns over liveli-
hood. 

External conditions are more favorable to such
activism than in the recent past. International insti-
tutions such as the World Bank, under pressure
from NGOs and developing country governments,
are increasingly concerned about livelihood needs
and biodiversity conservation and are more com-
mitted to forming interdisciplinary teams for pro-
ject design and implementation than they once
were (IUCN 1980; Hopkins 1995,84). This is partly
a direct result of the fact that social equity ques-
tions are once again taking center stage in policy
debates, now that the basic issues of economic
restructuring and transition to democracy in Latin
America seem to have been settled. Grassroots
organizations and their supporters stand to gain
much from constructively showing how livelihood
fits in with the new discourse of biodiversity con-
servation along with sustainable development.
Conservation groups cannot be expected to make
livelihood issues their first priority, but they may
be persuaded to deal with them more effectively.
If conservation groups perceive that peasant orga-
nizations understand their issues, can contribute to
winning funding, and can help with project imple-
mentation, livelihood issues may again become
higher priorities on Costa Rica’s policy agenda.
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1. Sustained-yield use occurs when natural renew-
able resource extraction equals or is slightly lower than
the rate of replacement.

2. “Shifted cultivators” refers to poor peasants who
depend on slash-and-burn agriculture for their subsis-
tence, meaning that they clear a plot of land from the
forest, cultivate it for a few years, and when the soil
gives out, they move on to clear new sections of the
forest. 

3. “High-grading” is the practice by which loggers
quickly extract all of the commercially valuable trees,
leaving behind a degraded and economically devalued
forest stand. 

4. The fiscal incentive system René Castro wanted
to dismantle had been established between 1988 and
1995, and it included the following principal elements:
Certificados de Abono Forestal (CAFs); the Certificados
de Abono Forestal por Adelantado (CAFAs), and the
Certificado de Abono Forestal para Manejo del Bosque
(CAFMA). Castro wanted to keep the Certificados de
Conservación del Bosque (CCBs), which compensated
forest owners who did not cut down their forests for
their non-timber environmental services. 

5. Multiple use of the forest is a concept that
assumes that forests have many economic uses besides
timber extraction. Therefore, plans for the sustainable
development of forest areas should not focus exclusive-
ly on the commercial value of the trees in a timber
stand. One can also practice small-scale agriculture and
husbandry, cultivate honeybees and ornamental plants,
grow cash crops that require shade (cacao, for exam-
ple), and so on. 

6. The Certificate for Sustainable Tourism (CST)
program was established by executive decree in 1998
as a response to extensive allegations that the hotel
industry was hyping environmentalism without real
commitment to ecological sensitivity, a practice known
as “green wash.” Under the CST program, hotel owners
and lodges are certified if the environmental and
socioeconomic impacts of their business practices meet
specified standards. Certification gives them an official
“green” ranking (like a five-star system) that appears in
tourist guides. Nonetheless, there are indications that
participation in the CST program is biased toward larg-
er hotels and elite-owned ecolodges, and although the
Costa Rican Tourist Institute is working with the grass-
roots tourism groups, progress will be difficult, given
the strength of the larger-scale tourism interests.
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AC Area de Conservación (Conservation Area)

AGUADEFOR Asociación Guanacasteca de Desarrollo Forestal 
(Guanacaste Forest Development Association)

CCAD Comisión Centroamericana de Ambiente y Desarrollo 
(Central American Commission for Environment and Development)

CCF Cámara Costarricence Forestal (Costa Rican Forestry Council)

CCT Centro Científico Tropical (Tropical Science Center)

CICAFOC Coodinadora Indígena Campesina de Agroforestría Comunitaria 
(Indian Peasants for Community Agroforestry Coordinating Committee)

CST Certificación para la Sostenibilidad Turística (Certificate for Sustainable Tourism)

COASA Consejo Asesor de Servicios Ambientales (Environmental Services Advisory Council)

CODEFORSA Cooperativa para el Desarrollo Forestal de San Carlos 
(San Carlos Forest Development Cooperative)

DECAFOR Departamento Campesino Forestal (Department of Peasant Forestry)

DGF Dirección General de Forestal (Forest Service) 

ECODES Estrategia de Conservación para el Desarrollo Sostenible 
(Conservation for Sustainable Development)

FDF Fondo de Desarrollo Forestal (Forestry Development Fund)

FECON Federación Costarricence para la Conservación del Ambiente (Conservation Federation)

FONAFIFO Fondo Nacional de Financiamiento Forestal (National Forest Fund)

FONASA Fondo Nacional de Servicios Ambientales (National Fund for Environmental Services)

FTTP Forest, Trees, and Peoples Programme (under UN’s FAO)

ICT Instituto Costarricence de Turismo (Costa Rican Institute for Tourism)

IUCN International Union for the Conservation of Nature

JUNAFORCA Junta Nacional Forestal Campesina (National Peasant Forestry Coalition)

MAG Ministerio de Agricultura y Ganadería (Ministry of Agriculture and Animal Husbandry)

MINAE Ministerio de Ambiente y Energía (Ministry of Environment and Energy)

MIRENEM Ministerio de Recursos Naturales, Energía y Minas 
(Ministry of Natural Resources, Energy, and Mines)

NGO Non-governmental Organization

ONF Oficina Nacional Forestal (National Forestry Office)

PSA Pago por Servicio Ambiental (payment for environmental services)

RCRP Red Costarricence de Reservas Naturales Privadas 
(Costa Rican Network for Private Nature Reserves)

SINAC Sistema Nacional de Áreas Protegidas (National System of Protected Areas)

USAID United States Agency for International Development

VS Vida Silvestre (Wildlife)
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