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This book is dedicated to the memory of its co-author, Michael Fogden, who passed away shortly after submitting it to the publishers. We hope it is a fitting tribute to his lifetime of interest in the birds of Costa Rica.
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INTRODUCTION

This pocket guide covers 350 species of birds, representing about 40 per cent of the species that have been recorded in Costa Rica. They have been selected to show those that visitors are most likely to see and the species most typical of the country. The selection includes three of the four Costa Rican endemics (excluding the Cabanis’s Ground-sparrow Melozone cabanisi) plus a number of Central American endemics. Many North American migrants are common at certain times of year, but those rarely encountered are not included here in order to allow more space for resident birds. The book follows the taxonomy of the IOC World Bird List.



Conservation in Costa Rica

Costa Rica, with the conservation policies that have been put in place, serves as a model for green political action around the world. Costa Rica has more than 30 per cent of its national territory selected for conservation – one of the highest ratios in the world – and has become a leading destination for ecotourism.

Costa Rica is located in between Nicaragua and Panama in Central America. It is bordered by the Pacific Ocean on one coast, and the Caribbean Sea on the other. The regions to the west and east of the continental divide that runs through the country are referred to as the Pacific slope and the Caribbean slope. Costa Rica has a population size of 5.23 million, based on 2023 estimates, and in land area is slightly smaller than the US state of West Virginia, or slightly larger than Denmark.

Costa Rica’s climate is defined as tropical and it has mountains rising to 3,821m, including several volcanoes. Roughly 51 per cent of the country is covered with rainforest. While Costa Rica is only roughly 0.03 per cent of the land mass on our planet, it contains five per cent of the world’s biodiversity. This makes it one of the most biologically diverse places in the world.

The country’s extensive rainforests have become widely known for their remarkable flora and fauna. Attractive animals like Jaguars and other cats, monkeys, sloths, tapirs, macaws, toucans and poison-dart frogs have become particularly celebrated. Costa Rica’s diverse habitats are home to more than 830 species of birds, 1,300 species of butterflies and 35,000 species of insects in total. Costa Rica also has roughly 205 mammal species, 220 species of reptiles and 160 species of amphibians.

Costa Rica’s geographical position is also important in accounting for its biological diversity. It is connected to both North and South America. As a result, animals and plants have colonised from both continents.



Green policies

Extensive deforestation in Costa Rica between the 1960s and 1980s reduced rainforest cover from 50 per cent to 21 per cent in 1987. But by 2005, the country had boosted its area of rainforest back to 50 per cent. The government has implemented wide-ranging policies to promote the restoration and protection of nature, from eco-hotels and funding for conservation groups to land use policies and formal protection for large parts of the region.

Costa Rica has also funnelled taxes into promoting practices that help protect ecosystems. The government uses taxes from vehicles, fuel and other energy sources to fund management of protected areas and provide environmental services, notably clean air and water. Through a ‘Payments for Environmental Services’ programme, landowners are paid to protect areas of old-growth forest and to plant new trees. The National Commission for Biodiversity Management, a group comprised of passionate community members, including scientists, politicians and indigenous representatives, acts as an ecological think-tank for the state. This group proposes conservation policies and strategy to the government and disseminates information on sustainability to the wider public.

In 1998, the Costa Rican government implemented the Biodiversity Act, which remains in effect today. This law protects endangered species and thus biodiversity, while giving the state the means to enforce sustainable practices when interacting with biological resources. This means that when land is used for farming, agriculture or industry, protections remain to ensure the health of the natural habitat. Costa Rica has also funded and supported various other groups that promote biodiversity, both publicly and privately.



The role of protected areas

Another aspect of Costa Rica’s conservation drive has been to create protected areas. Costa Rica now has 30 national parks, five of which are or comprise part of UNESCO World Heritage Sites, and many other wildlife reserves, sanctuaries and protected wetlands.

Tortuguero National Park, established in 1970, was the country’s first national park. Located on the coast of the Caribbean Sea, it includes more than 75,000 hectares of rainforest and waterways, making it one of the largest national parks. It is often referred to as Costa Rica’s ‘Amazon jungle’ because its waterways are the only method of travel. The park is home to plentiful biodiversity with more than 375 species of birds, 400 species of trees and 2,200 other species of plants.

Tortuguero National Park is named after its most important inhabitants – sea turtles. Tortuguero is Spanish for ‘region of turtles’, and the area was protected as a turtle nesting sanctuary in 1963 before it was declared a national park. The four sea turtle species that lay eggs there use more than 30km of coastline. The park is considered to be one of the best places in Costa Rica for wildlife watching. Despite only being accessible by boat or plane, it is the country’s third most-visited park.

Corcovado National Park is the largest national park in Costa Rica and was the second to be founded, in 1975. Located on the Osa Peninsula on the Pacific coast, Corcovado hosts critical biodiversity and is one of the few remaining places where the Baird’s Tapir is common. Within it also live a variety of wild cats, including Jaguars, and it is the only place where all four species of Costa Rican monkeys can be seen in the same place. This park has 500 species of trees.

Costa Rica has put emphasis on creating protected areas as a means for conservation. This allows people to safely visit these locations and learn about conservation and biodiversity, and promotes sustainability.



Ecotourism

Costa Rica’s focus on living in harmony with nature has benefited the country’s economy by boosting one of its largest sectors: tourism. For more than a decade, tourism has represented one of the largest industries in the country, accounting for almost six per cent of GDP in 2015.

Although ecotourism and other forms of sustainable wildlife tourism originated with the environmental movement of the 1970s, ecotourism itself did not become prevalent as a travel concept until the late 1980s. Costa Rica’s push towards ecotourism began with the establishment of the Cabo Blanco National Reserve in 1963 and the first national parks in 1970. Ecotourism was seen as a way to protect nature while earning money to finance conservation, as well as to improve living standards through better wages. A 2014 study suggested that the economic benefits of ecotourism contributed to a 16 per cent reduction in poverty in communities living next to protected areas in Costa Rica.

Strong tourism growth began in the mid-1980s and increased significantly in subsequent years, with 800,000 foreigners visiting Costa Rica in 1995, more than one million in 1999, and 2.34 million in 2012. The 2012 visitors generated US$2.4 billion in revenue for the country. Of those visitors, half put their money into ecotourism, including hiking and wildlife watching, as well as visiting rural communities.

Costa Rica promotes and encourages hotels that use energy-conserving practices, notably solar power, and sustainable management practices like water, waste and rubbish reduction. Eco-hotels generally use eco-friendly materials in their buildings, such as locally sourced materials and biodegradable products. Some hotels have volunteer conservation programmes for guests as well as Costa Rican citizens.

As well as promoting sustainable practices, eco-hotels within national parks support the management and maintenance of areas with the parks, while providing employment for local communities.



Earth Law as the next step for Costa Rica?

Recognising that not only is humanity part of the web of life, but also that we need nature to be healthy in order for us to be healthy, is a philosophy that has been put into practice in Costa Rica.

A commitment to creating appropriate legal and tax structures has allowed Costa Rica to show that prioritising nature’s health can also benefit the economy, culture and general well-being of citizens. Giving nature a seat at the table, so to speak, by considering the well-being of natural ecosystems along with human welfare, forges a new way forward.

Earth Law could be the next step to ensure permanent legal protections for the gains already made in putting nature first in Costa Rica. Rights of Nature laws would make it a legal responsibility to ensure that nature continues to exist, thrive and evolve. When designated natural areas gain legal recognition, local communities would then be empowered to defend nature against pollution and other destructive forces. Costa Rica could continue to advance its conservation leadership by passing Rights of Nature laws, to continue being a role model for how people can live in harmony with nature.
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