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The search for authentic experiences in tourism has been growing at a fast pace.  Rural 
community tourism, defined as tourism that brings the traveler into contact with rural 
communities and into settings that offer a picture into everyday rural life, is an important part of 
those authentic experiences globally.  This presentation discusses the intersection between 
Travelers Philanthropy and Rural Community tourism at the Sarapiqui Conservation Learning 
Center in Costa Rica.    

 Learn about the Center's experience in offering these programs.  What are strong and 
weak points of this type of activity from the institutional perspective?  How much 
funding does tourism provide?   

 Learn about how meaningful experiences in tourism and traveler's philanthropy connect 
for the Center and let's discuss how your projects compare and contrast to ours.   

 
 
First of all, some background about the Center, its origins and mission, as well as its core 
programs and projects.   
 
The Sarapiquí Conservation Learning Center was established in 1993 through the initiative of 
Selva Verde Lodge’s first manager, Bertha Carter, and with the financial support of Giovanna 
Holbrook, the founder of Selva Verde Lodge.     
 
During the early beginning of the Lodge from approximately 1987 – 1992 Bertha Carter 
managed the Lodge and cultivated strong relationships with the community, especially women 
and young people. Born and raised in Bolivia and trained as a nurse, she supported a group of 
young naturalists from the area introducing them to Selva Verde’s guests, many of whom were 
researchers or scholars in ecological and environmental disciplines. This way, an informal 
educational exchange took place, to the delight of visitors and the benefit of local young people.  
To further the exchange and the education of the young naturalists, Bertha asked Giovanna 
Holbrook to fund a library of donated books. The idea evolved into the establishment of the 
Center which was completed in 1993. From the beginning, the mission of the Center was to 
serve as an educational resource to support conservation in Sarapiqui. Over time, this mission 
refocused into linking conservation and community development through education and rural 
community tourism.  
 
The center is located in Chilamate, Sarapiquí. One of the sites in the region that have forested 
reserve areas straddling the main road, Chilamate is a critical location for wildlife.  In fact, 
biologists with the San Juan – La Selva Biological Corridor have named this site the Tapon de 
Chilamate or Chilamate bottleneck. The Center is the local headquarters of the Corridor.   
 
Today the Learning Center fulfills its mission through its core programs:   
 
Education 

 English as a Second Language—These are courses offered to beginning, intermediate, 
and advanced learners at subsidized costs. Annually we have over 120 students.   
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Classes are offered in the evening since most students are young adults who are 
working or studying during the day.  

 Scholarship Program—Each year more than 30 high school students and their families 
are helped to pay for expenses associated with education such as transportation, school 
supplies, etc.     

 After School Program—This program provides enrichment for elementary age children 
(reading, drawing, etc.) with an environmental focus. Excursions or field trips are 
arranged to local sites of interest such as local reserves, and national parks.** 

 Environmental Education—In this program we team up with the La Selva Biological 
Station and 5 elementary schools of 250 + students each to cover themes such as 
Biodiversity, contamination,  waste disposal. ** 

 Ecology Club/Bird Club – This program focuses on exposing budding naturalists to their 
natural world. ** 

 
**Course offered on a year to year basis.   

 
Community Development  / Rural Community Tourism  
 
Rural Community Tourism  
 

• Dance classes,   
• Cooking classes 
• Talks by local people 
• Art classes 
• School visits 
• Farm visits 
• Homestays 

 
Annual Numbers: 
  200 cultural activities  
 More than $30,000 returned to people in the communities  
   20+ families involved in tourism 

 
 
Service Projects  
 

 Local Schools  

 Community projects with activities such as sidewalk construction, painting, signage 
repair, community centers and more.  

 
 
Annual Numbers: 
  60 – 70 projects / year  
  7 communities 
  Nearly 1000 people envolved 
 

Reforestation  



 

 Planting of native tree species within the San Juan- La Selva Biological Corridor on 
private properties.  

 
Annual Numbers: 
  3500 + trees planted 
 14 properties  

  
Art Gallery  
 

 More than 20 local artisans  

 Providing workshop space 

 Selling items at the Center’s gift shop  
 
Most of the people working at the Center are volunteer staff from the US, Canada, Europe, Asia, 
and Latin America.  Volunteers usually stay 6 months or more and live with local families. 
Families earn $180 monthly in return for a room, two daily meals, and laundry services provided 
to volunteers.   

 
While the Center does receive small grants, donations, and fees for certain programs, its 
primary source of income since 2002 has been rural community tourism services.   The average 
budget of the Center has varied from $65- 90K.  Tourism income accounts for roughly 50- 75% of 
the income.   
 
Activity list and pricing:  
  

SCLC Tourism Activities  

Cultural and Rural Community Tourism Activities – 2011 – 2012 

Activity  Price  (1- 5 participants) Each Add’l Person  

Cooking Classes- $90 $12 

Dance Classes- $105 $12 

Arts & Crafts Class-  $53 $12 

Charla / Chat about Local Life- 
 

$42 $10 

Community Service Projects- $25 

Community Service Projects with 
lunch- 

$35 

Home / Farm Visit- $12 

Local School Visit- $16 

Home Stay with a Local Family-  $22 

Eco Tourism Activities 

Bird Identification 101  $22 

Ecological Presentations $80 

Reforestation Projects (half day)  $18 

Reforestation projects (half day 
w/ lunch)  

$25 

 



 
The impact of rural community tourism activities could be measured in terms of benefit to the 
local community, enhanced experience and learning for the traveler, and support for the 
Center’s mission and funding.     
 
The local community benefits  from rural community tourism in various ways.  First of all, rural 
community tourism has led to the formation or fomentation of micro enterprise.  Examples of 
micro enterprise boosting or formation include  the Galleria de Arte and the Dance Group.  The 
income generated by the community service providers averages roughly 38% of tourism income 
annually.  Additionally, these rural community tourism activities have a great overlap with 
community development.   
 
The enhanced experience and learning opportunities for the traveler can be measured by the 
traveler feedback and the demand for these services. Holbrook Travel, Inc., specializes in 
creating programs for educators and educational audiences. High School and college/university 
groups in particular are looking for ways to accomplish service learning, community service, 
cultural interaction, and more.  There is no question that sites such as the SCLC offer an 
important content component or content focus for educational programs. Interest in SCLC 
programs is not limited to schools. Even families and individuals are seeking increasingly the 
opportunity to connect with local communities and potentially give back.    
 
Rural community tourism is unquestionably critical for the Center’s funding.  In terms of 
revenue over 2009, 2010, 2011 tourism represents over 50% of our income.  Likewise, tourism 
activities are important in terms of the SCLC’s mission – linking community and conservation 
through education and ecotourism.  
 
However, it could be said that not all rural community tourism activities have equal impact in 
terms of the Center, the community and the guests. Institutionally we are faced with 
weaknesses or challenges that we cannot always address in working with community rural 
tourism. From our experience, here are some issues that we face: 
 

 Volatility – how does tourism volatility compare with grants and donations?  Are we 
better off trying to diversify our funding sources? What implications does that have on 
our structure?  

 Questions regarding alignment to our mission-   
o Why are we engaged in rural community tourism?  How do we know what 

services to offer?  Should we base our decisions on market demand or 
community benefit?   

o Paradoxes— There is an irony in community rural tourism at times – by 
introducing a commercial gain into these authentic experiences, such programs 
run the risk of losing their true meaning.      

o How do we make sure that the projects serve the needs of the community 
beyond a few service providers?  How do we spread out community service 
projects in a large geographical area where distances and road conditions are 
poor? How do we engage our groups into ongoing local initiatives where we 
know there will be continuity?  How do we determine pricing?  Should pricing 
for these activities include a donation over and above a traditional mark-up?  
Should these services be commissionable?     



o How do we constantly perfect the tourism “business” part of what we offer 
while never diminishing the authenticity? 

 Competition —  We have seen that other businesses and non-profits in the Sarapiquí 
community have launched their own rural community tourism activities instead of 
taking their groups to the Center. Rural community tourism is perhaps more vulnerable 
to competition than other tourism programs because its activities are not capital 
intensive. This could become a threat for us, as competition becomes more widespread 
– We have a further indication that our activities must demonstrate better ties to 
community development and conservation goals.   

 
I am glad to be hearing your thoughts and questions regarding our rural community tourism at 
the Center.   

 

  

 

  

  
 

 


