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Chapter 6

CAHUITA, Lm6Nf COSTA RICA:
FROM CONFLICT TO COLLABORATION

Viviane Weitzner and Marvin Fonseca Borras

Since the 1970s Costa Rica has designated more than 25% of its territory as conservation
areas; however, to do this, the government expropriated land, forced the relocation of
communities, and denied them access to their land and resources. Although the estab-
lishment of Cahuita National Park on the southern Caribbean coast of Costa Rica had a
significant impact on local residents, the community has used innovative tactics to man-
age conflicts with the state over the last 30 years, and a collaborative management insti-
tution has emerged. This precedent-setting case has caught the attention of many players
in the Central American conservation community. Moreover, Cahuita's experience in mov-
ing from conflict with the state to collaboration mirrors a policy shift within the govern-
ment from a top-down approach to natural resource management toward a more
decentralized, democratic system, and conservationists are looking to the management
arrangement established in Cahuita National Park as a possible approach to be adopted
in other conservation areas.

Costa Rica is known for two things: its history of peace and democracy and its ambitious
conservation agenda. Since 1948 Costa Rica has not had a national army. And since the
1970s it has established protected areas in more than 25% of its territory. These two fac-
tors appear to go hand in hand in what many regard as a progressive vision espoused by
the government of Costa Rica.

Alpheus Buchanan, prominent community leader and member of the Committee of
Struggle, has remarked that

If the government is really concerned about protecting the area, there is nobody more
capable of preserving it than those who preserved and protected it for more than a

129



130 + WEITZNER AND FONSECA BORRAS

hundred years. They can come and enjoy it with us as long as they respect our rights
and our property ....

If they are intelligent they would realize that you can't function a park in an area
where people are going to be hostile. If you take away our rights, the people are going
to be hostile, and the tourists are not going to want to come, and the park is not going
to be effective.

(see Palmer 1977)

Buchanan's words shed light on the fact that it does not take an external threat to
disrupt the peace in Costa Rica. In fact, some of the most insidious conflicts have arisen
from the government's centralized, "fences-and-fines" approach to conservation policy of
the 1970s (Wells and Brandon 1992; Solorzano 1997). The establishment of parks led to
the expropriation of lands and the forced relocation of communities that were denied sub-
sequent access to their lands and resources. Clearly, this approach was a recipe for conflict.

This case study examines the impact of the establishment of Cahuita National Park
on Cahuita, a largely Afro-Caribbean community located on the southern Caribbean coast
of Costa Rica. Although the establishment of the park has had a significant impact on local
residents, the community has used innovative tactics to manage conflicts with the state
over the last 30 years, and a collaborative management institution has emerged. This case
has caught the attention of many players in the Central American conservation commu-
nity. Although interesting management arrangements have been established in Costa Rica
for less protectionist categories of conservation area, such as wildlife refuges, the arrange-
ment in Cahuita National Park is precedent setting in that it involves a national park
intended strictly for conservation and recreation.

Moreover, Cahuita's experience in moving from conflict with the state to collabora-
tion mirrors a policy shift within the government from centralized, top-down natural
resource management toward a process of "deconcentration, decentralization and democ-
ratization" (Solorzano 1997). This process was catalyzed by international commitments,
such as those made at the United Nations Conference on the Environment and
Development, which led to a series of legislative and policy changes to decentralize nat-
ural resource management and to increase the participation of civil society in environ-
mental decision-making.

In 1995, the government introduced the Sistema Nacional de Areas de
Conservation (SINAC; National System of Conservation Areas) to take over the adminis-
tration of more than 100 protected areas initially managed by a central office in San Jose.
The result has been the establishment of 11 conservation areas covering the whole coun-
try; these are broken down into even smaller management areas. Today SINAC is search-
ing for new models for involving local communities in decision-making, for two reasons:
government cutbacks and a lack of personnel to care for Costa Rica's large protected-areas
system; and SINAC's belief that the principal economic beneficiaries of parks should be the
local communities (Solorzano 1997). Conservationists are looking to the management
arrangement established in Cahuita National Park, in the Amistad Caribe Conservation
Area, as a possible approach to be adopted in other conservation areas.

In light of this policy context, an in-depth evaluation of the Cahuita experience is
essential. The case has already been cited by Costa Rican policymakers as a success, mak-
ing close analysis even more urgent. The Cahuita experience provides valuable lessons on
key elements required for managing conflict situations effectively, negotiating collaborative
agreements, and moving collaborative processes forward so they become more appropri-
ate to the local context. As such, it is important not only to policymakers but also to local
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people throughout the country and region who want to assert greater control over the
resources on which they depend.

This case study is based on field research conducted between February and May
1998, using three principal methods for gathering information: direct observation, partic-
ularly within local decision-making forums; informal and formal interviews with members
of the joint management committee, representatives of local organizations, leaders, key
informants, and community members at large; and participatory land-use mapping with
user groups both in Cahuita and in the neighbouring communities of Hone Creek and
Punta Kiel. The tools used to evaluate the collaborative management process include
Arnstein's (1969) ladder of citizen participation and Borrini-Feyerabend's (1996) adapta-
tion for protected areas; Ostrom's (1990) eight design principles for a rigorous institution;
and Berkes' (1997) hypotheses on the four conditions required for successful comanage-
ment. A group of community members, together with the director of the Amistad Caribe
Conservation Area, helped guide the project process.

The context: from cocoa and coconuts to
conservation and catering

Natural and cultural diversity

Cahuita is located on Costa Rica's southern Caribbean coast in the canton of Talamanca,
province of Limon (Figure 1). The province is of vital importance to the national economy
and ecology: it boasts the largest port in the country and contains a variety of the coun-
try's most ecologically important and diverse tropical forest ecosystems. These two factors,
together with the province's beautiful coconut-tree-lined beaches, have made Limon a
haven for investment. There is ongoing exploitation by transnational banana and logging
companies, and since the 1980s the tourism industry has been an important economic
force, particularly in coastal communities. Despite its natural richness, the region is one of
the most economically depressed in the country (Mora 1998), which puts increased pres-
sure on natural resources.

The area is also culturally diverse. Talamanca is home to'85% of Costa Rica's indige-
nous peoples (Bribri and Cabecar, who live mainly in or near Talamanca's mountain range),
a large population of Afro-Caribbeans (who live along the coast), mestizo farmers, primar-
ily from the central valley or Pacific region (who live mostly in the southern valley of
Talamanca), and foreigners, primarily from Asia and, to a lesser extent, Europe and North
America (who are dispersed throughout the canton) (Calderon 1998).

A brief history of Cahuita

The first historical record to describe Cahuita (Pittier 1895) notes that the site was a
favourite fishing and turtle-hunting ground of the Miskito Indians from Nicaragua and
Panama. They traveled to the site every year, following the migration of turtles. In fact, the
community was named by these hunters and fishers "Cahuita," which means "point of
blood trees" in Miskito and refers to the vast number of blood trees growing on the
promontory known as Cahuita Point.

It wasn't until 1828 that the site was permanently settled. That year, William Smith,
an English-speaking Afro-Caribbean who came from Panama every year to hunt green and
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Figure 1. Cahuita National Park and
neighbouring communities on the Caribbean coast of Costa Rica.

Source: Adapted from MINAE's information pamphlet on

Cahuita National Park (MINAE 1997).
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hawksback turtles, decided to make Cahuita his permanent home (Palmer 1977). By the
end of the 1800s, the settlement had grown to a conglomeration of 20 houses located on
the point (Pittier 1895), as a result largely of the migration of Jamaicans to the area. These
settlers came at first to build the railway to transport coffee from the central valley to the
port city of Limon, 42 km north of Cahuita. Later, more were recruited by the United Fruit
Company to help build railways to transport bananas along the Caribbean coast and to
work on the plantations (Palmer 1977). Shortly after 1914, the town of Cahuita was
moved from the point to its present site at the other end of the beach. The land was pur-
chased from William Smith and donated to the townspeople by the president of Costa Rica
in gratitude for their having rescued him from a sinking ship (Orthello 1972).

In addition to working on the United Fruit Company's banana plantations, the set-
tlers undertook small-scale coconut and cocoa production and engaged in subsistence
farming, hunting, and fishing. Women participated in many of these activities and were
primarily responsible for cocoa drying and taking care of the coconut walks; they con-
tributed to the economy of the household by selling coconut oil and baked goods (Grant,
personal communication, 19981). These coastal people had a reputation for being self-
sufficient; many traded their goods with the Bribri and Cabecar and sold their produce in
Limon. Their way of life was preserved for many decades, largely because the community
was not accessible by road until 1976 (Palmer 1977).

Conservation hits Cahuita

The 1970s brought about a sea change for the community of Cahuita. In 1970, the coral
reef that lines Cahuita Point was declared a national monument — without any consulta-
tion with the community — because the state wanted to protect the flora and fauna of the
area, the coral reefs, the historical artefacts in the area, and the various marine ecosystems
(Figure 1).

The reef contains 35 species of corals, 140 species of molluscs, 44 types of crus-
taceans, 128 varieties of algae, and 123 types of fish (Bermudez and Yadira 1993). The ter-
restrial portion includes a variety of animal species, including howler monkeys, three-toed
sloths, crab-eating raccoons, and white-nosed coatis, as well as important ecosystems, such
as swamp mangroves (Boza and Cevo 1998). Executive Decree 1236-A, establishing the
national park, declared that the terrestrial portion would cover 1 067.9 ha; the marine por-
tion, 22 400 ha, including 600 ha of reef. It strictly forbade forestry activities, hunting and
trapping, turtle hunting and turtle-egg gathering, extraction of corals, and commercial,
agricultural, industrial, and other activities detrimental to the resources of the national
monument. Commercial and sports fishing would be subject to restrictions deemed nec-
essary to protect the natural resources of the protected area.

For the community, this declaration meant the end of a way of life that had endured
since the turn of the century. Coconut farmers were told they could no longer manage
their coconut walks, and fishers were told their activities would be restricted. When offi-
cials informed those who lived inside the national-monument boundaries that they would
have to sell their lands, the community objected. Resistance grew when the community
heard that the state was contemplating changing the category of protected area to national
park, which would mean even greater restrictions.

1 L. Grant, community member and President of the Association of Craftswomen of Cahuita, Cahuita,
Costa Rica, personal communication, 1998.
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Cahuita fights back

Spurred by growing community concerns, an ad hoc commission of government officials
and community leaders was established in 1974 to review the community's needs and
propose amendments for consideration by the Legislative Assembly during its legal review
of the change in protected area category. Although Cahuita took the lead, neighbouring
communities were also consulted and asked for input. In 1977, the commission presented
its report — an agreement between the community of Cahuita and the government — to
President Oduber.

The agreement recognized that the local people were a "favourable factor" in terms
of conserving the natural and cultural resources of the area. It stated that people living
within the boundaries of the proposed park should continue to reside on their property
and engage in subsistence activities "as long as they do not extend beyond their currently
occupied areas nor change their traditional methods of work." The report also recom-
mended that a socioeconomic study be conducted on land tenure in the park. A 1977
study revealed that 87% of the land was owned by small-scale farmers, and, of these, 93%
did not want to sell their land (Ramirez 1977). Therefore, the community had a large stake
in ensuring that the government pay heed to its proposed amendments.

But the government disregarded these amendments when the national park was
established in 1978. Instead, it forced those within the park boundary to relocate and
denied them access to their coconut walks and farms. The government agreed to offer
compensation to those affected. However, because of lack of funds (resulting from Costa
Rica's debt crisis in the 1980s) and the fact that many owners did not have the necessary
papers to show title or possession, only a few people have actually received compensation.
Documents were available for only 25 of the 71 affected plots of land; 10 of the owners
have never been paid. Problems were further compounded by passage of the beachfront
law (Ley Marftimo-Terrestre) in 1977, which eliminated private-property rights within the
first 200 m of the seashore, affecting all coastal residents.

It should be noted, however, that although the government's official position was to
relocate community members and deny them access to their lands and resources, in prac-
tice many still continued using their lands. When the Manilla fungus hit the region in the
late 1970s and early 1980s, destroying 95% of the cocoa crops, many farmers decided to
give up cocoa farming (Kutay 1984). Those with crops within the park boundaries were
more disposed to sell their land to the state, and many who were previously against chang-
ing the sources of their livelihood to one of tourism turned to this expanding industry as
the only feasible alternative.

In short, in the space of 15 years, the community of Cahuita was forced to change
its source of livelihood from subsistence agriculture and fishing to tourism because of the
establishment of the national park, the decimation of the area's cocoa crops, and the devel-
opment of tourism.

Today, tourism is the number-one source of income for Cahuita. The population in
the district has grown to 3 983, including the town of Cahuita and surrounding settle-
ments (MINER 1997). The 1 091 people living in the town are English-speaking Afro-
Caribbeans, Spanish-speaking mestizos, people of Chinese origin, and a growing
population of North American and European foreigners investing in the tourism industry.2

There are about 70 businesses in the town, ranging from tour agencies and hotels to

2 Equipos Basicos de Atencion Integral en Salud. 1998. Poblacion del Area de Salud Atraccion. Cahuita.
Unpublished survey.
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restaurants and bakeries (Cruz 1996), all of which depend on tourism directly or
indirectly.

Clearly, the impact of this change has been large: several Cahuitans claim their cul-
ture is being eroded and link this erosion to growing social problems in the town, such as
drugs and alcoholism. A number of community organizations have cropped up to help tar-
get these social problems, and other organizations are working to strengthen Cahuitans'
cultural identity and cohesion: a theatre group stages the plays of Claudio Reid, a Cahuitan
playwright and community leader; a women's group aims to empower Afro-Caribbean
women; and a band plays calypso.

Perhaps the greatest impact of the change from a subsistence economy has been that
on women. Women no longer have the social space in which to meet, and engaging in
small-scale cottage industries is becoming more difficult (Grant, personal communication,
19983). Moreover, many women do not attend events and meetings held for them,
because they fear reprimands from their husbands. Despite these obstacles, there are three
women's groups in Cahuita whose members are working hard to gain self-empowerment
and find new ways to support their families.

Although the service sector has increased, a small number of Cahuitans and people
from neighbouring communities still engage in traditional resource-based activities.
Cahuita's 15 or so fishers sell their catch — primarily lobster and a variety of fish — to
local restaurants and families and supplement their income by taking tourists on sports-
fishing and snorkeling outings (Maerena, personal communication, 19984). Resource users
in the neighbouring communities of Punta Kiel (Comadre) and Hone Creek are unable to
diversify their sources of income, as 100% of their income depends on subsistence activi-
ties in and around the park, according to informal interviews. Tourism has not caught on
in these communities, primarily because they are not on the beachfront, as is Cahuita.
Many residents continue farming their land in the park, catching turtles and gathering
their eggs, fishing, and hunting iguanas and small mammals. As community representative
Noel McLeod has remarked (see Palmer 1977), "I know hotel is good business, but I'm
not going to build a hotel in Cahuita because we don't want tourist business. We want our
own way of life."

The conflict: price increase threatens
Cahuitans' livelihood

Things came to a head on 1 September 1994 when the state imposed a nation-wide
increase in park entrance fees for foreigners from 200 CRC to 2 400 CRC, an increase of
more than 1 000% (nationals would still pay 200 CRC) (in 1999, 282.5 Costa Rican colon
[CRC] = 1 United States dollar [USD]). If the government had its way, a foreign family of
four would have to pay 60 USD/day to visit Cahuita's beach; this would most certainly
mean the death of the tourism industry in Cahuita. There were two main issues at stake
for Cahuita: economic survival (the state was once again threatening Cahuitans' liveli-
hood) and sovereignty (the community felt strongly that Playa Blanca, the beach adjacent
to the community, was its own beach).

3 L. Grant, personal communication, 1998.
4 M. Maerena, Cahuita, Costa Rica, personal communication, 1998.
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In reaction to the price hike, the community organized a Committee of Struggle
(Comite de Lucha), comprising three community leaders and the president of Cahuita's
Development Association (the local elected government), and staged a peaceful takeover
of the park. One of the members of the Committee of Struggle describes the takeover:

When the problem emerged, the people took the park. We took it in a pacific way.
What we did was to sit next to the entrance of the park and play dominoes. When a
tourist arrived, we said: "Sir, don't pay. The community of Cahuita invites you to enter
the park free of charge." We knew we were in our fust right, because we knew that
the law backed us given that many of us were still owed compensation for our lands.

(Joseph, personal communication, 19985; emphasis added)

Park officials left their posts at the entrance of the park near the town of Cahuita
(Playa Blanca), as well as at the entrance in Puerto Vargas (Mora, personal communica-
tion, 19986). There were some incidents of vandalism of park officials' vehicles, but no
open violence. The Ministry of Resources, Energy and Mines — now known as the
Ministry of Environment and Energy (MINAE) — published advertisements in the major
national newspapers (EIRepublicaand La Nation] (MIRENEM 1994a, b) warning tourists
about the conflict situation and cautioning them not to visit Cahuita National Park.
According to community representatives, this had a disastrous impact on tourism. It also
compounded the resentment that community members felt toward park officials.

Toward a negotiated solution

Intense negotiations between the Committee of Struggle and MINAE ensued. The
Committee of Struggle maintained two initial positions: that the community of Cahuita
should control the entire park and that the state should pay the remaining compensation
for expropriated lands. Both of these positions went beyond the expectations of the com-
munity negotiators, but they took advantage of the situation to try to get as much out of
the negotiations as possible. In the words of Alpheus Buchanan, "We knew that we
couldn't get everything ... but, hey, in a negotiation you have to ask for more than you
want so that in the end you get what you really need."

In counterproposals, the community negotiating team argued for 5 km of beach
front inside the park, from Kelly Creek to Rio Perezoso (Figure 1). This was a strategic
move, because if the government agreed, the community would have free access to the
reef, which, they argued, they had the capacity to manage. However, the government
countered that the community did not possess the required capacity and hired a biologist
who wrote a report supporting the government's position (Cyrus, personal communica-
tion,19987).

The bottom line for the community — their primary interest — was free access from
Kelly Creek to Rio Suarez, the 2 km of beach adjacent to Cahuita. Without free access to
this beach, "we will die of hunger," according to Alpheus Buchanan, a prominent com-
munity leader and member of the Committee of Struggle; he noted that tourists would
look for other vacationing spots (Tovar 1994). The condition regarding compensation for
lands was far less urgent, as evidenced by the fact that 20 years had gone by without any
collective action or uprising to tackle the situation.

5 E. Joseph, Cahuita, Costa Rica, personal communication, 1998.
6 A. Mora, Cahuita, Costa Rica, personal communication, 1998.
7 E. Cyrus, Limon, Costa Rica, personal communication, 1998.
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On the other side, the government needed to strengthen the infrastructure, services,
and conservation in national parks, and it wanted foreigners to pay a higher entrance fee
than nationals. By increasing the entrance fees for tourists in all of Costa Rica's parks, the
government could generate more income while ensuring the self-sufficiency of protected
areas. But its immediate interest was to remain in control of Cahuita National Park. For
this reason, it was open to negotiations with Cahuita.

In the negotiation process, the Committee of Struggle represented Cahuita's tourism
interests, the position of community members whose lands had been expropriated with-
out compensation, and the interests of the community at large (Table 1). MINAE repre-
sented the interests of the state. The Defensoria de los Habitantes de la Republica, Costa
Rica's ombudsperson, acted as mediator. Both parties trusted the mediator, and she played
a key role in opening the dialogue that eventually led to the Agreement of Cooperation
(Figure 2).

Edwin Cyrus appropriately described the negotiations as follows:
It was a very, very, very difficult negotiation ... [the community representatives] didn't
want to negotiate with MINAE until they received compensation for their lands. That
resulted in a situation where all the participants — the minister, vice-minister, director,
all the various levels that came to the meetings — always came face-to-face with very
rigid positions.

An agreement is signed

On 13 February 1997, MINAE, Rene Castro Salazar, and the president of the Cahuita
Development Association, Rolando Shirley Brooks, signed an Agreement of Cooperation.
Among the highlights, it

+ Prohibits charging entrance fees to people who use the portion of the park
between Kelly Creek and the Rio Suarez (Playa Blanca);

+ Reconfirms the government's commitment to compensate landowners whose lots
were expropriated; and

+ Creates a services commission made up of community representatives and gov-
ernment officials to coadminister park services.

Table 1. Analysis of the conflict arising from the increase in park entry fees.

Community of Cahuita Government

Stakeholders Development association Ministry of Environment and Energy
Chamber of Tourism National Conservation Areas System
Landowners Amistad Caribe Conservation Area
Businesspeople Cahuita National Park Administrator

Negotiators Committee of Struggle Director of Amistad Caribe Conservation Area
•f 3 community leaders Senior government officials
4 President of Cahuita Development Association Cahuita National Park Administrator

Positions 4 Compensation for land 4 Strengthen infrastructure, services, and
4 Control of entire park conservation in national parks

4 Establish different fee rates for foreigners
and nationals

Interests 4 Free access to Playa Blanca for tourists 4- Generate more income for national parks
4 Ensure self-sufficiency of protected areas
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Figure 2. Stakeholders in the conflict, Cahuita, Costa Rica.

In addition, the community was given the go ahead to accept and administer dona-
tions from tourists entering Playa Blanca and to reinvest these funds for the upkeep of the
beach area. The community had in fact been operating on this principle since July 1995
(Joseph 1995).

The change process: from coadministration
to comanagement

Since its establishment in February 1997 the collaborative management institution that
emerged from negotiations has gone through an important transition, from being a
Services Committee that coadministered part of the park under an "agreement of will"
between the parties to being a Management Committee that comanages the entire park
under legal sanction (Figure 3).

The Services Committee

The Agreement of Cooperation, dated 13 February 1997, stipulated that the Services
Committee should be made up of two government representatives and three community
representatives, including the director of the Amistad Caribe Conservation Area or a rep-
resentative; the administrator of Cahuita National Park; two representatives of the Cahuita
Development Association (Cahuita's elected local government); and one representative of
Cahuita's Chamber of Tourism (an elected body representing Cahuita's business interests).

The functions of the committee were to ensure the adequate functioning and qual-
ity of new services to park visitors (washrooms, camping areas, a locker room, first-aid ser-
vices, and information about the park and its biodiversity), establish fees for these services,
and develop guidelines for the operations and administration of the committee.

The agreement had a 5-year term, starting from the date of validation by the
Contraloria General de la Republica, Costa Rica's Treasury Board. However, this validation
was never carried out, so in effect the Services Committee was operating de facto rather
than de/urefoT 1 year.

GovernmentCommunity

Development
Association

Chamber of
Tourism

Landowners Businesspeopte

Ministry of Environment and Energy

National Conservation Areas System

Amistad Caribe Conservation Area

Cahuita National Park Administrator

NegotiatorsNegotiators

Mediator
Costa Rica's Ombudsperson
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Figure 3. Milestones in the course of the conflict and its resolution,
Cahuita, Costa Rica.

The Management Committee

In January 1998, the Services Committee changed its name to the Management
Committee, reflecting a shift in vision from the collaborative administration of Playa
Blanca only to the collaborative management of the entire park. It received legal recogni-
tion when the rules of use for Cahuita National Park were published on 20 May 1998.
Outlining the rules of use, Executive Decree 26 929 (MINAE 1998)

+ Refers to the Organic Law of the Environment, calling for the involvement of civil
society in the planning and development of Cahuita National Park;

4- Officially establishes the Committee for the Management of Resources and
Services (the Management Committee), outlining its structure, administration,
and process (essentially the same as those in the Services Committee);

+ Describes the functions of the Management Committee: to ensure the adequate
functioning and quality of services offered in Cahuita National Park; to establish
fees for these services; to take the administrative measures necessary to ensure
that the park is functioning well; to ensure the fulfilment of the public use rules
outlined in the document, as well as those entrenched in Costa Rican environ-
mental law; and to modify the rules of use as stipulated in the executive decree;

+ Notes that the role of the Management Committee is to recommend to the
Director of the Amistad Caribe Conservation Area actions needed to ensure that
the park is functioning well;

•f States that if the services offered to the public are not carried out satisfactorily,
MINAE will assume temporary responsibility;

4- Describes public-use rules, public-use zones, carrying capacity of the park, and
subsistence fishing rules. Only 20 local licenced fishers can use the park, and of
these no more than 5 will be licenced to fish lobster (outside the reef area only)
(turtle hunting and egg gathering are prohibited); and

+ Does not include a termination date.
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According to MINAE's regional lawyer (Gonzalez, personal communication, 19988),
an executive decree is a unilateral administrative decision; if there is a change of govern-
ment, the decree can easily be modified. Executive decrees, agreements, etc., do not have
the status of national laws within the Costa Rican legal framework.

Analysis of the collaborative process

During the year that the Services Committee operated, it expanded its mandate from
coadministering Playa Blanca to managing the entire park, even if it did not have legal
backing. This shows the willingness of the various actors to work together. The Services
Committee focused on park services for visitors, and the community's role was essentially
one of sharing decision-making with regard to these services. It was the solution to a con-
flict situation and was intended to address the immediate demands of the community.

The committee has gone a long way toward solidifying the relationship between
MINAE and the community and establishing trust among its members. According to a gov-
ernment member, a year ago he would sit at one end of the table, and the community rep-
resentatives would sit at the other. Today, the situation is much improved. According to
Alpheus Buchanan, "Relations between MINAE and us are 100%. It's hard to get better
than 100%."

When the committee changed its name to Management Committee in January
1998, it was in recognition of the fact that the initial terms of reference had been fulfilled;
that is, the services for visitors were more or less in order. With this immediate need sat-
isfied, members have started to broaden their vision to include issues outside of Playa
Blanca and the services sector. The committee has stated that one of its first steps will be
to develop a management plan for the park.

In short, the Management Committee has begun to take on a new role with a new
scope. The move is a natural one, as the community demands more control over what is
happening in the park. The May 1998 executive decree that gives legal recognition to the
committee strengthens the community's control over the park and allows the committee
the flexibility to modify the rules of use specified in the decree, including the structure of
the committee itself. Moreover, MINAE has the political will and enthusiasm to move for-
ward with this new vision of park management. But the evolution of the Services
Committee into the Management Committee occurred extremely quickly and was accom-
panied by growing pains.

Growing pains: a brief evaluation of the change process

In-depth evaluations of resource management institutions and systems usually touch on
three primary criteria: efficiency, equity, and effectiveness (or sustainability) (Oakerson
1992; Folke and Berkes 1995; Hanna 1995). However, because the Cahuita institution is
relatively new and its mandate has not yet centred on resource management, such an in-
depth analysis is not feasible or appropriate at this point. What is possible is an analysis of
the committee's structure and process, the power relations among the members, informa-
tion-sharing and feedback mechanisms, and the representativeness and legitimacy of the
committee in the eyes of the community.

8 C. Gonzalez, Limon, Costa Rica, personal communication, 1998.
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Structure and process

The committee is made up of five official members and an "adjunct treasurer" who does
not have voting powers: two other members are government officials, and three are com-
munity representatives. The adjunct treasurer is also a community representative. Except
for one community representative who is mestizo, all members are Afro-Caribbeans,
including the government representatives.

The park administrator and the representative of the director of the conservation
area are permanent members, whereas the community members rotate — they are elected
by the Chamber of Tourism and the Development Association and are usually the presi-
dents or members of these organizations' boards of directors. Each committee member is
elected for a 1 -year term, with the possibility of reelection. The committee meets once a
week and makes its decisions based on a majority vote.

Meetings are convened by the president; the secretary is in charge of recording deci-
sions made by the committee. Usually one of the two chairs the meeting. A meeting can
take place if a minimum of three members are in attendance. In theory, then, decisions
could be made with two government officials and one community member.

Power relations and decision-making

At the time of the study, the president and secretary are two MINAE officials, the park
administrator and a representative of the Director of the Conservation Area, who are,
respectively, responsible for chairing the meetings and managing the agenda and minutes.
There is, however, ample opportunity for input from the community members who bring
their concerns to the table and add items to the agenda.

Although the 1-year mark has passed, there have been no signs of an impending
election; in fact, at one meeting a comment was made that the current president and sec-
retary would probably fill their roles on a permanent basis. In other words, the reins of the
operation are in the hands of the government, and electoral procedures are not being fol-
lowed. If not addressed, this situation may undermine the long-term legitimacy of the
Management Committee, which will in turn hamper effective comanagement.

In-depth interviews with the committee's three community representatives revealed
that although one of them feels that the meetings are "very democratic" and that the gov-
ernment officials are not "authoritarian or negative," the other two think that relations are
unbalanced. In the words of one community member,

MINAE representatives feel they have supremacy over us community people ... .For
the time being we're at an impasse ... because the MINAE representatives think that
their ideas should prevail. The best thing about the arrangement will come when the
criteria and ideas of the community prevail, because we community people will live
here our whole lives.

The word "manipulation" has come up in informal conversation to describe the power
relations in the committee.

Decision-making procedures are also shaky. In March 1998, a hand-written pam-
phlet was circulated to community businesses indicating that there would be a charge of
6 USD/person for tourists visiting the coral reef. It was signed by the Park Administration
and the Management Committee. However, the decision to distribute this pamphlet was
not discussed at a committee meeting: the two government officials in conjunction with
the adjunct treasurer — who, although he has no vote, wields a lot of power as a respected
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community leader — decided to distribute the pamphlet. Other committee members were
caught unaware and put in an awkward position, when community members questioned
them about the decision. According to two of the community members, most decisions are
in fact made by three people: the two government officials and the adjunct treasurer.
Clearly, the decision-making procedures need to be more democratic.

Information-sharing and feedback mechanisms

There are no formal mechanisms by which the Management Committee disseminates
information about its activities or decisions. The representatives of the Chamber of
Tourism and the Cahuita Development Association inform their boards of directors. Other
than this, no communication vehicles exist.

Likewise, there are no formal mechanisms for obtaining community feedback. The
community representatives tend to bring to the table the concerns of the constituents of
their organizations. Community members who are not represented by the Chamber of
Tourism or the Cahuita Development Association can bring their concerns directly to the
Management Committee. However, informal interviews and our community survey show
that the vast majority do not know about the committee or who sits on it.

Representation and Legitimacy in the eyes of the community

All representatives of Cahuita's user groups, fishers, and tour guides interviewed stated
that their concerns are not adequately represented by the Management Committee.
Informal interviews with community members at large indicated that many people do not
know about the committee, its objectives, or its members, which questions its legitimacy.

Ironically, it took a potential conflict — the proposal for a 6-USD fee for each visitor
to the coral reef — for the community to become aware of the committee and for the com-
mittee to take on a more legitimate role. After a series of open meetings, to which all com-
munity members were invited, the Management Committee arrived at a solution
agreeable to all parties, based on the majority view expressed by community members. It
should be noted that three of Cahuita's most influential leaders played a major role in the
negotiations: Alpheus Buchanan (the committee's adjunct treasurer) acted as the "instiga-
tor" on the part of the Management Committee, that is, the proponent of the 6-USD fee;
Enrique Joseph (Chamber of Commerce representative on the committee) played a medi-
ating role; and Tony Mora represented the interests of his tour business primarily and those
of the Chamber of Tourism generally. Other tour operators voiced their opinions as well.

After community members presented their various points of view, the final decision
on how much to charge tourists for visiting the coral reef was left up to the Management
Committee. The fact that the potential conflict was resolved in a 2-week period and that
the community gave the committee authority to make the final decision showed that the
committee is able to resolve conflicts successfully and that the community respects its deci-
sions. However, it also showed that the committee has much to learn about how to com-
municate more effectively with the community and prevent such conflicts in the first place.

With the change in the committee's mandate, its membership and representation
must be reviewed. At present, the community members represent development interests
only; there are no user groups on board. As one member of the committee emphasized, in
the future it will be critical for the resource users who know the park intimately to be
represented, such as fishers and guides. More technical support will also be needed, and
several people have suggested the possibility of including a biologist to this end, or else
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ensuring that there are strong links with universities and other institutions. Including rep-
resentatives from neighbouring communities that use the park will also be critical. Dexter
Lewis, community representative on the Management Committee, has stated that

We need a biologist, a good biologist, to start with... from the community, we need
various people, the fishers and the divers, for example, in order to maintain the reef.
In other words, we need to involve the people that really live from the resources....
They have lots of knowledge, because they have spent many years living with the reef
and in the water. They are people who know and have seen the changes that occur
after each flood, for example, which is a common occurrence here.

Table 2 lists the local, regional, and national stakeholders in the park. At the local
level it shows those who are currently represented, as well as those whose participation
could be considered in the future.

Outcomes: addressing institutional weaknesses and
managing latent conflicts

The Management Committee faces several challenges in the future, related, first, to struc-
tural and operational weaknesses and, second, to latent conflicts.

Strengths and weaknesses

Although the scope of this paper does not allow for an in-depth analysis of the committee
from the perspective of the emerging theory of comanagement, it is clear that the Cahuita
arrangement does not meet many of the key criteria for successful comanagement, as out-
lined by Ostrom (1990), Berkes (1997), and Borrini-Feyerabend (1996). The committee's
weaknesses include

4 Unbalanced power-relations — The decision-making process reflects the status
quo.

4 Lack of clarity in terms of mandate, roles, and responsibilities and poor
information-sharing— Committee members are uncertain as to their roles and

Table 2. Local, national, and regional stakeholders in Cahuita National Park.

Local

4 Cahuita National Park administration

4 Management Committee (Chamber of Tourism;
Development Association; representatives of
the La Amistad Caribe Conservation Area)

4 Community groups-users not currently
represented by the Management Committee:

•«• Businesspeople not directly involved in the
tourism industry

•> Guides

•> Resource users: fishers, turtle hunters and
egg gatherers; iguana and paca hunters;
coconut pickers; driftwood gatherers

<• Neighbouring communities: Punta Riel and
Hone Creek

Regional

4 Amistad Caribe Conservation Area

•»• Municipality of Talamanca

4- Nongovernmental organizations
(e.g., Namasol [a Dutch NGO] and
Biological Corridor [a regional NGO
attempting to link Costa Rica to
the Central American biological
corridor])

4- Banana plantations, logging
companies, and hydro-electric
projects (do not have a stake in
the park, but their activities affect
the environmental health of its
resources)

National

4 Ministry of Environment
and Energy (National
Conservation Areas
System)

4 Ministry of Health

4 Ministry of Water and
Aqueducts

4- Universities and scientific
institutions



144 + WEITZNER AND FONSECA BORRAS

responsibilities, primarily because of lack of articulation and development of
these within the committee structure.

+ Lack of representation of user groups both from Cahuita and neighbouring
communities — The only community interests currently represented are
Cahuita's development sector, that is, people who have a direct stake in tourism.
These interests sometimes run counter to those of the resource users, particularly
those in neighbouring communities who do not benefit from tourism. Ensuring
that the interests of the various stakeholders are heard is of vital importance to
the success of the Management Committee in managing the entire park.

+ Lack of a management plan, technical support, and resources — The commit-
tee has no access to technical support and resources on an ongoing basis.

+ Lack of appropriate communication vehicles and feedback mechanisms — To
date, there no formal vehicles for disseminating information about the commit-
tee's activities and decisions or for getting feedback and input from the commu-
nity at large. This is having a serious impact on the committee's legitimacy and
credibility in the eyes of the community.

Quite simply, if there is no natural resource management in the park — a situation
which is endemic to all Costa Rica's national parks (Polimeni, personal communication,
19999) — it is difficult to say it is comanagement, "the sharing of power and responsibil-
ity between the government and local resource users" (Berkes et al. 1991) in making and
implementing natural resource management decisions. However, the Management
Committee is in transition; it is evolving from an institution born of a conflict situation to
a solid institution that can address natural resource management issues. It will be critical
for the committee to address weaknesses listed above if it is to be successful in the long
term. And it will be important for the community at large to realize the importance of
strengthening and taking full advantage of the committee.

The participation of respected leaders and the efforts of committee members to see
through past crises bode well for the committee's future. Other strengths include

+ Legal recognition, as of May 1998 — Legal recognition means that the commit-
tee can now make decisions with confidence and authority. Legal backing is a key
requisite for any comanagement institution.

+ Flexibility— The May 1998 executive decree gives the committee the power to
change its structure and modify the rules of use specified in the decree. This flex-
ibility provides an opportunity for the committee to become a far more appropri-
ate and effective institution.

+ Political will to try to do things differently — Edwin Cyrus, the director of the
Amistad Caribe Conservation Area, in which Cahuita National Park is located,
has invested a great deal of energy in trying to make the Cahuita experience suc-
cessful, as has the administrator of the park, Gina Cuza Jones, although other
MINAE officials have shown resistance to change. The community has also dis-
played the political will to engage in a new relationship with MINAE.

9 J. Polimeni, Director of Civil Society Participation, MINAE, San Jose, Costa Rica, personal communi-
cation, 1999.



CAHUITA, LIMON, COSTA RICA + 145

•f Potential in managing conflicts — This is an important foundation on which to
build a stronger institution.

•f Trust between parties—The trust that has been built over the last year between
MINAE and the community of Cahuita is vital to strengthening ongoing collabo-
ration. However, if and when resource users from neighbouring communities
start participating on the committee, it will be important to emphasize building
and maintaining trust, particularly as these users are seen as "poachers" by
people in Cahuita and in MINAE.

Latent conflicts

Besides institutional weaknesses, the Management Committee will need to address sev-
eral latent conflicts, including

+ Access to resources in the park — Most fishers in Cahuita combine their sub-
sistence activities with tourism and do not depend solely on fishing for a living.
But people in neighbouring communities, who use a wider variety of resources,
have a large economic stake in access to the park's natural resources, as many
depend on these as their sole source of income. Restrictions on number of users
and use, as specified in the 1998 rules, will lead to tense situations, not only
between the park administration and users, but also among the users themselves.
The Management Committee could play a key role in managing this situation,
particularly as it has the power to change the rules of use in the park.

+ Balancing conservationists' and users' interests — The interests of resource
users clash with those who are primarily concerned with conservation. One
ongoing conflict between park officials and people who catch turtles and gather
their eggs has escalated to violence. According to turtle-egg gatherers from the
community of Punta Riel, a number of incidents have occurred in which park
rangers have fired warning shots at them. In 1994, park rangers shot 63 bullets
in one incident (Huertas, personal communication, 199810). In 1998, one turtle-
egg gatherer was shot. This increase in violence is largely due to the fact that
Cahuitan guides have started to take an active interest in protecting and moni-
toring turtle-nesting areas in the park, not only for the sake of conservation, but
for economic reasons: they take tourists to see the nesting sites. There is a poten-
tial for this conflict to escalate even further, causing tension not only between
two groups, but also between the two communities.

•»- The ongoing issue of compensation for expropriated lands — As was noted ear-
lier, only 15 of the 71 claims for compensation have been paid (MINAE 1997).
When Alpheus Buchanan, one of the landowners expecting compensation, heard
that the government was planning to take another 5 years to make these pay-
ments, he retaliated by "deeply pruning" his land within the park. Instead of tak-
ing his problem to the Management Committee, of which he is an unofficial
member, Buchanan contacted both the Director of the Amistad Conservation
Area and the incoming Minister of Environment and Energy. As a result, he was
promised compensation within a period of days. This action sets a dangerous

10 E. Huertas, Punta Riel, Costa Rica, personal communication, 1998.
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precedent, in that others may take to the park and start engaging in destructive
behaviour. The Management Committee will need to play a role to prevent dam-
age to the park while supporting landowners' requests.

+ Security within the park and Cahuita — Security has become a central issue
within the park and the community. In response to reports of robberies, possibly
linked to the drug economy in Cahuita, more security guards have been hired to
patrol the area. Incidents ranging from petty theft to armed robbery have had a
negative effect on Cahuita's image, which in turn affects tourism.

+ Contamination and erosion of the reef by banana companies, loggers, and
hydroelectric developments — These are very large issues that resource users,
particularly fishers, and other local people talk about, but have not begun to
address. Although many are aware that the principal attraction of Cahuita
National Park is its reef and that it is fragile (Cortes 1995), no local initiatives
have been taken to stop its degradation.

In short, the biggest challenge facing the Management Committee is balancing power
relations and interests between the government and local stakeholders; tourism represen-
tatives, conservationists, and resource users; and the "have" community (Cahuita) and the
"have not" communities neighbouring the park (Hone Creek and Punta Riel). In the long
term, it will be critical to address the issue of contamination and erosion of the reef.

Lessons learned

Although there are numerous instances of public participation in the management of pro-
tected areas in Costa Rica and regionally, the idea of comanagement is still very new. The
Cahuita case is the first instance of collaborative management within the country's parks
system and provides valuable lessons regarding the elements required to enhance these
processes (Table 3).

Important lessons can be drawn from an examination of the various elements at the
community level that contributed to successful negotiations with the government follow-
ing the state's 1994 unilateral declaration that the national park's entrance fees would be
increased for foreigners. Cahuita was the only community in the country to adamantly and
successfully oppose the price hike; the outcome of its actions had a positive impact on all
communities with a stake in park tourism, as the entrance fee for foreigners was soon
reduced throughout Costa Rica.

Table 3. Key elements that enhanced the collaborative management process in Cahuita.

Community

Leadership

Political ties and know-how

Access to education

Organizational capacity

Flexibility and ability to
adapt to new situations

Conflict management and negotiations

Timing — Knowledge of when to lobby,
for how long, and when to sit at the
negotiating table

Mediation — The presence of a mediator
trusted by both parties

Pressure tactics

"Ask for more than you want so in the
end you get what you need"

Collaboration

Legal backing

Trust between the parties

Openness to listen to new positions

Mechanisms for conflict management

Political will
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Some of the elements that contributed to Cahuita's success include

4 Community leadership — A number of "natural" community leaders were
involved in the negotiations, including Alpheus Buchanan, Tony Mora, and
Rolando Brooks. These people are respected in the community. Buchanan and
Mora have businesses related to tourism, which means that although they have
a stake in anything to do with the community as Cahuitans, they are also moti-
vated by economic interests. They have ample experience in community mobi-
lization and organization, largely on account of the important roles they played
organizing cocoa cooperatives in the 1960s and 1970s (Palmer 1977). Other
community members have become leaders through access to higher education,
such as Enrique Joseph, who also played an important role in the negotiations.
These three formed the Committee of Struggle, which has come together on
several occasions to fight for the interests of Cahuita (Buchanan, personal
communication, 199811).

4 Political ties and know-how — The political know-how of the Committee of
Struggle shone through, not only in its ability to mobilize the community in a
united front, regardless of the differences that usually prevail among community
players, but also in the pressure tactics it used throughout the negotiations.
Asking for more than the community needed and demanding that the Supreme
Court declare the two-tariff entrance fee to the park unconstitutional pressured
the state at the right time and with the right effect (GJE 1994). Moreover, sev-
eral community leaders have close links to influential politicians and appealed to
them to expedite the process (cf. Joseph 1995).

4 Organizational capacity — Cahuita has more than eight organized groups,
including the Chamber of Tourism, the Development Association of Cahuita, the
Association of Naturalist Guides, and women's and cultural groups. Although
some of these groups work better than others, their presence makes mobilizing
the community an easier task.

Although Cahuita's leaders have become veterans in fighting for their community's
interests, the Management Committee is a first in providing the opportunity for commu-
nity members to work together with government officials on an ongoing basis. To date, the
role of this committee has been to put out fires and to deal with the provision of services
to tourists in the park. It cannot yet be characterized as a comanagement institution in
which there is "sharing of power and responsibility between the government and local
resource users" in making and implementing decisions about natural resource manage-
ment (Berkes et al. 1991). However, the process is still very young and is a new way of
doing things for both the government and the community. On one hand, government offi-
cials need to learn how to "relinquish control" and enable communities to have a sense of
proprietorship, which is a rare event regardless of the global trend toward decentralization
(Murphree 1994; Ghimire and Pimbert 1997); on the other hand, local people need to be
empowered to take an active role in managing the park.

If the community's vision becomes a reality, local people will have more control over
park management in the future, with MINAE's role relegated to one of technical support.
Community representative, Mario Calderon, states that he wants "Cahuita to be an
example for other conservation areas. In 10 years I see the community managing the park,

11 A. Buchanan, Cahuita, Costa Rica, personal communication, 1998.
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and MINAE giving us technical support." Likewise, community representative, Enrique
Joseph, states that he sees "the future management of the park in an 80/20 split: the com-
munity would control 80% and MINAE 20%." With the passage of the 1998 rules of use,
giving the committee legal power to change both this structure and the rules governing
use in the park, the committee can start working on making its vision a reality. But this
will not take place overnight. Many critics have noted that successful community-based or
collaborative management regimes are a long-term endeavour that require much patience
and trials and errors before they can begin to operate efficiently, effectively, and equitably
(Ostrom 1987, 1997).

There is no doubt that Cahuita represents an opportunity for the government of
Costa Rica to do things differently in terms of protecting its natural resource heritage and
involving local people. However, to seize this opportunity and develop a precedent-setting
arrangement, two things must happen: the government must accord the committee the
autonomy and authority to make natural resource management decisions geared toward
the situation on the ground, without being tied totally to national parks legislation; and
local resource users from both Cahuita and neighbouring communities must be directly
involved in the development of a management plan and decisions about how the resources
are used.

Many have discussed the possibility of changing Cahuita's category of protected area
to allow for more extensive subsistence use. But maintaining Cahuita as a national park
while recognizing the autonomy and authority of the Management Committee in making
resource management decisions that may go beyond national parks legislation would be a
far more progressive move on the part of the government.
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