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WHAT DOES GNP MEAN 
TO COSTA RICA? 

Properly developed, Guanacaste National Park will mean different 
things to many different people. Below we list some of these things, 
recognizing that the list has overlapping parts and is not exhaustive. 

1) GNP will be a major regional, national and international cultural 
center. For many people of the region, it will be the difference 
between living as a physically healthy human draught animal living 
in rich but mindless agricultural pastures, and living as a cultured 
human being. Simultaneously, its successes and failures will off er 
examples to others developing the biological cultural and educa­
tional potential of other tropical sites in and out of Costa Rica. 

2) GNP will be the first Costa Rican national park designed from the 
beginning as a cultural and educational resource. Simultaneously, 
it will be a major opportunity for Costa Ricans to put their tradi­
tional respect for education to work for themselves, rather than 
simply use their educations to respond to the cultural pablum 
served up by the steadily homogenizing public media. 

3) GNP will demonstrate that the Costa Rican government has the 
foresight and flexibility to develop its national parks rather than 
simply to form and patrol them by decree. 

4) GNP will be the first example anywhere in the tropics where a 
small and endangered habitat was given back a large area to reinvade 
and thereby get its population densities back to a more resilient 
level. 

5) GNP will be the only dry forest reserve in Mesoamertca large 
enough to maintain healthy breeding populations and normal 
habitats of the animals, plants and habitats that were here when 
the Spaniards arrived. Whether it eventually becomes the only 
one in the Neotropics depends largely on how much of an inspira­
tion it is to other regions to attend to their dry forests before they 
disappear. 

6) GNP will be the only preserved intersection of two major habitat 
types, and the only preserved dry forest elevational transect, in 
Mesoamerica (if not in all of the Neotropics). 

7) GNP will be a living gene bank for tens of thousands of species of 
wild organisms, some of which are already of established commercial 
value (e.g., timber trees, fuelwood trees, game animals) and many of 
which will some day be of commercial value. 

8) GNP will be a large and diverse example and data source for studies 
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and projects in reforestation with dry forest plants, and in the 
manipulation of habitats to this end. It will also go a long way 
toward destroying the myth that tropical humans cannot be in 
control of their environmental destiny. 

9) GNP will be the first neotropical national park with a substantial 
endowment fund and therefore the ability to survive a variety of 
economic perturbations and excercise some autonomy over its 
management plans. 

10) GNP will offer salaried and secure local employment that will 
employ fewer people than if the land were colonized by subsistence 
farmers but substantially improve the cultural lives of Costa Ricans 
from local subsistence farmers to San Jose upper income residents. 
Furthermore, the annual management budget of GNP will represent 
a substantial cash flow into the local economy. 

11) GNP will be an economic resource through significant development 
of the conventional and educational tourism industry; participation 
will range from local guide service and living accomodations to 
international-level tours. The stress will be on the educational 
aspects qf tourism. 

12) GNP will show that the international community is willing to 
recognize its financial and intellectual responsibility towards a 
portion of the tropics, a portion that has enormous collective value 
to the world at large. 
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Guanacaste National Park will be the largest link in the thin chain of 
tropical dry habitat national parks, forest reserves, wildlife refuges, etc. 
that stretches from tropical western Mexico to Panama on the Pacific coast 
of Mesoamerica. Additionally, within Costa Rica it is by far the largest island 
in a highly fractured archipelago of dry forest preserves. Except for Santa 
Rosa and Murcielago, which will become part of GNP, these sites will all 
make heavy use of GNP in the future as a reference point and will 
simultaneously contain some habitats that can never occur in GNP. 

OUTSIDE OF COST A RICA 

1.- Estacion Biologica Chamela. 120 km north of Manzanillo, Jalisco, 
Mexico. This 16 km 2 preserve and Biological Field Station is in lightly 
disturbed Tropical Deciduous Forest (Bosque Cauducifolio Tropical) on 
lightly dissected undulating terrain of sandy metamorphic rocks (50-100 m 
elevation) . It has a well-developed biological research station (initiated 
in the early l 970's) and is owned by the Instituto de Bio logia of the Universi­
dad Nacional Aut6noma de Mexico in Mexico City. Address: Estacion Bio-
16gica Chamela, Apartado Postal 21, San Patricio, J alisco 48980, Mexico. 

2. - Parque Deininger. 5 km east of the city of La Libertad. La Libertad 
El Salvador. This 7. 32 km 2 national park is lightly disturbed (though heavily 
hunted in the past) tropical deciduous forest on steep slopes (7-300 m 
elevation) and much like the deciduous forests in the central ·portion of 
Santa Rosa National Park, Costa Rica. Deininger National Park is relatively 
unstudied, except that its tree flora has been inventoried. Address: Lie. 
Manuel Benitez Arias, J efe, Servicio de Parques Nacionales y Vida Silvestre, 
MAG, San Salvador, El Salvador. 

3.- Parque Nacional Volcan Masaya. 20 km southeast of Managua on 
the asphalt highway from Managua to Granada, Nicaragua. This 43 km 2 

national park is centered on two periodically active volcanos and clothed 
with heavily disturbed deciduous forest remnants. 

4.- Monumento Nacion.:] Sarigua. 235 km southwest of Panama City, 
and on the tip of the Azuero Peninsula on the Pacific coast of Panama. 
This new 60 Km2 national monument is in the process of formation on 
coastal foothills and shore (mangrove). The highly deciduous vegetation 
has been badly perturbed by farming and clearing, but may recover once 
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protected (Fundaci6n de Parques Nacionales y Medio Ambiente de Pana­
ma, personal communication). 

In addition to the above, there are a few tens of km 2 of dry forest sites 
in central or eastern Mexico that are either in biological preserves or being 
considered for inclusion . 

INSIDE COST A RICA 

While the conservation picture in Costa Rica is still fluid and expanding, 
dry forest habitats have been so thoroughly agriculturalized that there is 
almost no pristine forest remaining, outside of extant preserves, that can be 
used to increase conserved areas. Forest restoration is the only means by 
which one can substantially increase the area of Costa Rica's dry forests 
that are under protection . 

1.- Parque Nacional Santa Rosa. (Santa Rosa Section).35 km north of 
Liberia in Guanacaste Province. This 108 km 2 rectangular block stretches 
from the Interamerican Highway to the Pacific Ocean (0-350 m elevation) 
over _plateaus. canyons and coastal plain. Thr vegetation ranges from 2 m tall 

· totally dry season deciduous forest to 30-40 m tall evergreen forest, with 
successional stages of 0-400 years in age and numerous old pastures of 
1-200 ha in extent. The site is under intensive study by biologists, and will 
be a major source of inoculum for GNP. Santa Rosa was the first large 
national park to be formed in Costa Rica ( 1972) and is firmly embedded in 
the national park system. Address: Parque Nacional Santa Rosa, Apdo. 169, 
Liberia, Guanacaste Province, Costa Rica, tel. 69-5598. 

2.- Parque Nacional Santa Rosa. (Murcielago Section). Along the north 
half of the Santa Elena Peninsula, Cuajiniquil, Guanacaste Province. This 
122 km 2 section covers rocky mountains to low hills that were once covered 
with deciduous dry forest but are now primarily covered with abandoned 
pastureland. It is rich in mangrove and intertidal habitats, and still contains 
enough small vegetation patches to reforest if allowed through exclusion 
of fires. This new addition (1980) to Santa Rosa National Park has not 
been investigated biologically. Once consolidated with Santa Rosa and the 
intervening Santa Elena penin sula, Murci,$go will be a major dry forest 
patch; by itself, it has no chance to escape from the dry season fires that 
sweep the Santa Elena peninsula. Address: Same as Parque Nacional Santa 
Rosa. 

3. - Parque Nacional Palo Verde. On the flood plain and east bank of 
the Ri'o Tempisque as it spreads into the Gulf of Nicoya. This 94 km 2 park 
is the southern portion of the combined floodplain preserve of Palo Verde 
National Park and Refugio Nacional de Fauna Silvestre Dr. Rafael Lucas 

Rodnguez Caballero; this preserve was established largely to protect waterfowl. 
The site is largely cleared of forest, and has been heavily grazed and burned, 
but it may eventually return to approximately pristine vegetation if the fires 
are halted. 

4.- Refugio Nacional de Fauna Silvestre Dr. Rafael Lucas Rodnguez 
CabaUero. Upriver and bordering Parque Nacional Palo Verde . This 74 km 2 

wildlife refoge has great potential for preserving dry season waterfowl habitat 
an the -rich flood plain flora. Its aquatic habitats are, however, severely 
threatened by the agrochemical runoff from Guanacaste agriculture and by 
water control in the Rfo Tempisque . Both the park and the refuge are under­
going massive vegetation changes at present, owing to removal of cattle and 
intensification of the fire regime. 

5.- Parque Nacional Barra Honda. 23 km NE of Nicoya in the upper 
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Nicoya Peninsula. This 23 km 2 national park was established on severely 
perturbed dry forest on limestone hills to protect an extensive cave system. 
The site is biologically unstudied, but may be found to be ecologically 
important for its limestone-based vegetation as well as its cave biology (and 
archaeology). 

6.- Reserva Natural Absoluta Cabo Blanco. The tip of the Nicoya 
Peninsula (Puntarenas Province). This 12 km2 reserve was established to 
protect seabird roosting and nesting sites. The forest behind the beach is 
significant in a protective sense, but may also be of relictual value as well. 

7. - Refugio Nacional de Fauna Silvestre de Ostional. 35 km SW of 
Nicoya on the Pacific coast. This 0.16 km 2 wildlife refuge was established 
for the protection of Playa Ostional's sea turtle nesting sites. 

8.- Lomas Barbudal Reserva Biol6_gica. 15 km SW of Bagaces. This 30 
km 2 newly established biological reserve is in a relictual deciduous forest 
on low hills. While the site has been severely perturbed by hunting and logging, 
it contains sufficient population relicts to eventually return to incomplete but 
superficially intact dry forest if the fires are halted. 
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APPENDIX 2. OFFICIAL LETTERS OF SUPPORT FOR GNP. 

S.P.N. 259 
January 28, 1986 

Dr. Daniel Janzen 
Department of Biology 
University of Pennsylvania 
U. S. A. 

Dear Dr. Janzen : 

MINISTERIO DE AGRICULTURA Y GANADERIA 
SERVICIO DE PARQUES NACIONALES 

I enjoyed the presentation you gave on the proposed creation of Guanacaste National Park. 

As discussed, the new park coincides roughly with the area recommended by a study conducted by the 
Tropical Science Center on potential areas and additions to the system of national parks and reserves, a 
few years ago. 

The National Park Service approves and supports this project. It strives to preserve an excellent example 
of Tropical Dry forest and its remarkable biological diVersity, However, I want to stress the need to 
establish an endowment fund to ensure proper management and consolidation, before the area is turned 
over to the Park Service. 

Thank you Dan. We, and Costa Rica in general, are fortunate to have you working with us. Your 
contribution to the preservation of our renewable natural resources is invaluable . 

I look forward with enthusiasm to the successful outcome of this challenging endeavor and I encourage 
you to keep working at it. 

With kind personal regards, 

Alvaro F. Ugalde 
Director 
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FUNDAClON DE PARQUES NACIONALES 
January 28, 1986 

Dr. Daniel Janzen 
Department of Biology 
University of Pennsylvania 
Philadelpltia, Pennsylvania 19104 
u. s. A. 

Dear Dr. Janzen: 

The · National Parks Foundation has reviewed your proposal for the establishment and the 
subsequent management of Guanacaste National Park. 

We agree that the park will serve well to preserve the last remnants of the tropical dry forest in 
Latin America, the protection of this area will be an unprecedented endeavor in Latin America, and of 
~eat benefit to Costa Rica and visitors from around the world. 

We are eager and willing to work with you as in the past, and assure you oux full cooperation 
and support. 

Due to the current financial difficulties the government of Costa Rica is experiencing in 
administering the system of protected areas, we recommend that your campaign include funds for land 
acquisition and to set up a management fund for the park. 

We thank you for your continued interest in conservation, and wish you much success with the 
proposed project 

Sincerely, 

Mario A. Boza, President 



No. 1/86 
January 27, 1986 

Faculty of Arts and Sciences 
Department of Biology 
University of Pennsylvania 
c/o Dr. Daniel Janzen: 

Gentlemen: 
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We make reference to the project involving the creation and management of Guanacaste National Park. 
The proposed _park includes the existing Santa Rosa National Park, Murcielago, Cacao and Orosi 
Volcanos and surrounding areas. Your proposal coincides with our interest in preserving the 
ecosystems already represented in Santa Rosa, but more importantly, we are concerned with the protec ­
tion of those ecosyst~s found outside the current system of natural areas. In particular, we are 
concerned with the tropical dry forest which is very threatened and is underrepresented, perhaps three 
areas exist in all of Tropical America, that can be preserved. 

We trust in success for which in advance we would like to express our most sincere appreciation. 

Sincerely , 

Dr. Rodrigo Gamez 
President 
Fundaci6n Neotr6pica 
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APPENDIX 3. MONTHLY PRECIPITATION (ROUNDED TO THE 
NEAREST MM) IN THE ADMINISTRATION AREA OF 
SANTA ROSA NATIONAL PARK, GUANACASTE PROV-
INCE, COSTA RICA (DATA COLLECTED BY PARK 
RANGERS AND EXTRACTED FROM THE METEOROLOGY 
INSTITUTE IN SAN JOSE). 

Year Jan. Feb . Mar. Apr. May. Jun . Jul. Aug. Sep. Oct. Nov. Dec. Tot. 

1980 1 0 5 0 184 175 139 159 331 417 240 9 1660 

1981 0 1 1 11 353 582 172 478 195 268 153 27 2241 

1982 16 2 0 41 919 129 117 34 328 197 37 1 1820 

1983 2 0 22 4 21 180 106 107 188 201 79 7 917 

1984 6 8 0 0 118 218 278 162 613 261 52 7 1723 
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APPENDIX 4. PROTECTION STATUS OF THE AREA TO BE INCLUDED 
WITHIN GUANACASTE NATIONAL PARK (SOURCE: 
COSTA RICAN NATIONAL HERITAGE PROGRAM). 

1986 

KM2 HA 

Area protected in National Parks 229.90 22990 32.72% 

Area semi-protected in Forest Reserves 105.45 10545 15.02% 

Total protected 335.35 33535 47 .74% 

Continental area not protected 363.80 36380 51.79% 

Island area not protected 3.30 330 0.47% 

Total unprotected 367.10 36710 52.26% 

Total area of Guanacaste National Park 702.45 70245 
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