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Dan Janzen's thoughts from the tropics 10 

Buy Costa Rican beef 

Tropical conservation biology, like other conservation 
biology, contains a large and necessary emotional ele
ment. People lobby to save that which they take plea
sure in. Tropical forests have largely been cleared to 
produce products for humans. Clearing tropical forest 
to generate pasture for livestock is an ancient tradition. 
Beef and other animal products are often produced in 
substantial excess over local consumption, and the ex
cess (or even more) is sold on international markets. 
The livestock industry is a conspicuous, easy and some
times legitimate target for the conservationist intent on 
saving tropical forest. However, the "tropics" is as 
heterogeneous in its sociology as it is in its biology. 
What is appropriate for one country is inappropriate for 
another. 

The developed countries' conservationists have re
cently added the boycott of seemingly destructive trop
ical crops to their conservation arsenal. The logic seems 
straightforward: if the rainforest is cleared "to grow 
bananas", then a boycott of bananas will remove the 
incentive for clearing rainforest; if cleared for cows, 
then boycott cows. There are two major flaws in this 
argument. One is uncomplicated: today, most original 
tropical forest is in fact cleared for timber harvest, with 
crops and cows coming later; or it is cleared directly to 
grow whatever crop - any crop - that the farmer can 
use. If the market does not buy bananas, or beef, or 
rice, then we grow cassava, goats or cardamom. In 
essence, the forest is cleared to harvest timber and to 
get rid of the forest, so as to grow people, not a specific 
crop and only that crop. If the market does not buy a 
crop, then the forest clearing will be used for a different 
crop. There is always something that can be grown in 
the first few years after forest clearing, and there is 
always a family that wants that crop. 

The second flaw is that a boycott of a tropical crop is 
applying yet one more extra-tropical social convention 
indiscriminately to the tropics. Such acts have long been 
a major problem in tropical agroecosystems. In this 
particular case, a boycott is a social device that requires 
the existence of other established social conventions in 
order to be effective; in most tropical countries, these 
social conventions are either undeveloped or have a 
structure such that a boycott does not achieve the de
sired goal. 

18 OIKOS 51:3 (1988) 

For example, a boycott of a tropical crop by an extra
tropical market is directly contradictory to a logically 
persuasive but pragmatically undeveloped philosophy 
that has been emerging consciously within tropical con
servation efforts: conserve through development, 
through maximizing the yields from lands that are al
ready devoted to crops and livestock, and this will gen
erate a wealthier and healthier populace, one less in
terested in ever-more intense pressure on the last re
maining bits of forest. 

This development philosophy is naive for the tropical 
countries that are still frontier societies, rich in exploit
able resources and people, and poor in binding legisla
tion. In such countries, increasing the yield per hectare 
simply results in more wealthy people and more people, 
and the remainder are just as desperate to invade the 
uncut forest as they always were. On such a frontier, a 
police approach to conservation seems to have the 
brightest immediate prospects, with intensive attention 
to developing legislation and education programs. 
Here, it can be argued that a boycott of a crop that is a 
major commercial motivation for clearing forest may be 
a legitimate tool, though the effectiveness of the boycott 
will be nil unless it involves a major part of the market. 
Worse , if the boycott is at the level of purchase from a 
specific tropical country, then it just means that more of 
the product will be bought from some other tropical 
country, thereby accelerating the supposed deforesta
tion at some other place in the tropics. 

On the other hand, in a tropical country that is well 
on its way to having its internal legislation and social 
attitudes fine-tuned to where harvest from natural re
sources is managed for sustained yield at or below the 
carrying capacity - a country such as Costa Rica - such a 
boycott is a direct blow to the very economy that is 
attempting to elevate its yieldslha to where conservation 
through development can function . 

Costa Rica has cleared the forest from almost all the 
land worth clearing for any kind of traditional agricul
ture or livestock, but has about 20% of its land surface 
in national parks, biological reserves, wildlife refuges, 
and forest reserves . It has even just passed a law prohib
iting further cutting of forest for any reason. Costa Rica 
has come to recognize that what is in crops and pasture 
will stay that way, and is determined to assure that what 
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is conserved wildland will stay that way. This minute 
country (about 50,000 km2) is even restoring some of 
the ranching and agricultural land to wildlands and to 
agroforestry, and has initiated reintroduction of native 
animals that have been locally extirpated. That is to say, 
she knows that her future depends on intensive but 
sustained commercial development of cleared lands and 
intensive non-destructive use of her biodiversity on the 
forested lands. 

And right on top of this effort comes a boycott of 
Costa Rican beef. Meat production has an important 
place in any highly diversified agroecosystem. Well
meaning people think that they are "saving the forest" 
with such a boycott, when in fact they are gnawing at 
the tax and produce base that is picking up the bill for 
the national parks and other kinds of reserves. Costa 
Rica has a national budget of about $1 billion, which is 
about that of a moderate-sized good US university. It 
spends virtually all of it on social programs and has no 
army. 

If you really want to help Costa Rica save its remain
ing forests, buy every Costa Rican product you can find 
- its bananas, its beef, its coffee and its airplane tickets. 
And fly LACSA, the national airlines, when you go. If 
you are concerned that too much of the profit still goes 
into foreign bank accounts, or is concentrated in too few 
families, then concentrate your political and economic 
efforts so as to influence income distribution by devel
oping social programs, and not on the reduction of the 
tax and produce base. In the US we are quite pleased to 
see our county, state and federal taxes create and pre
serve wildland areas in and around our cities and farms. 
We are so fond of these areas that many are now avail
able only by reservation. 

The tax base for any large county near a large US city 
is larger than the entire budget of the Costa Rican 
National Park Service; we hardly notice the minute 
percent spent on conserving wildlands in the US, and a 
boycott of one of our crops has virtually no debilitating 
effect on our budgets for conserved wildlands. How
ever, when you slice into the Costa Rican economy 
because you think that will save forest from the cattle 
industry, you are making serious cuts in the forest's 
budgetary bulwark. The national park service of Costa 
Rica operates on an annual budget of only $1,200,000 
dollars (1988), or about $2.18/ha/yr. It protects more 
original forest than does the entire eastern United 
States, yet Costa Rica is smaller than the state of West 
Virginia. Costa Rica's conserved wildlands are well
defined; the challenge is finding the hard cash to main
tain them. The tax base is the primary source, and the 
good will and time/energy/cash donations from the sur
rounding agroecosystem is the secondary source. 

The refusal to purchase Costa Rican beef simply dam
ages the neighbor to a national park. It is the rancher 
and farmer's good will and tax dollars that support the 
conserved wildlands and their boundaries. We are al
ways asking what can the commercial world donate to 

258 

the conservation world. It's about time we started ask
ing the other question; what can the conservation world 
donate to the commercial world. That is what a mutual
ism is based on. I pay what is cheap for me and expen
sive to you, for what is cheap to you and expensive to 
me. It should cost the conservation world almost noth
ing to recognize that as a society begins to seriously 
fine-tune itself into a mosaic of legally defined con
served areas and intensively agriculturalized areas, ef
forts to cripple agriculturalization will simply result in a 
lowered tax base and lowered good will. The conserva
tion world is on an aggressive roll, and it must stay that 
way in the frontier developing tropical countries. How
ever, in some countries - and Costa Rica is one of them 
- it is now time to relax on the aggression and increase 
the mutualism. 

I sound like a Costa Rican chamber of commerce. I 
intend to. This is a country so small that it has been able 
to grab many of the unwieldy and disparate parts of the 
government and business world, and get them to collab
orate enough to actually affect social change from a 
free-wheeling market capitalist state to one that is a 
balance between the public and private good. If Costa 
Rica can show that conservation and economic devel
opment are compatible and mutualistic - the road it 
travels at present - she will become a microexample for 
bigger economies and bigger countries to be inspired by 
and learn from. Let's hope it becomes and epidemic. 

Oikos is a Nordic, and therefore partly Swedish jour
nal. The editors invited this series of comments for 
Oikos from the Costa Rican tropics, of which this is the 
last. Costa Rica has much in common with Sweden, not 
the least of which is the past 40 years of social experi
mentation with how to adjust a society to its natural 
resource base. The reasoning and the process described 
here, are applied tropical ecology. And I thank Costa 
Rica and Sweden for giving me the chance to write 
about them. 

D. H. Janzen, Dept of Biology, 
Univ. of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia, PA 19104, USA. 

This essay concludes the series of Dan Janzen's 
thoughts from the tropics. We are grateful to him for his 
willingness to participate in the editors' attempts to 
make Oikos a more readable journal, by including other 
relevant material than pure research reports. Ecology is 
a science that benefits by an exchange of ideas, a broad
ening of the individual fields of interest, and an under
standing that systems in other parts of the world func
tion in different ways from those close at home. Dan's 
essays have held messages that should interest all ecol
ogists, since they have all dealt with phenomena or 
problems in the world outside our parochial studies or 
laboratories. We should indeed buy Costa Rican beef. 

Thank you, Dan. 
Ed. 
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