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Monteverde, Costa Rica encompasses a unique set of environmental, cultural, historical
and socio-economic factors. Through a successful conservation campaign led by local
residents and visiting scientists throughout the 1990s the largest complex of private
reserves in Central America was created. . Monteverde’s forests currently draw visitors
from all over the world, but the success of conservation has also brought with it extreme
changes. In 1987, Monteverde was basically a rural dairy farming community with
approximately 15,000 visitors per year. By 1995, a mere 7 years later, over 50,000 tourists
were visiting the now famous Cloud Forest Reserve. The small farming economy had been
changed almost overnight into one principally driven by tourism.

With this type of rapid growth and development many longtime residents expressed
concern. From one small hostel, hotels and restaurants began to appear overnight, some
built in areas and in ways that threatened the very ecosystem residents had worked so
hard to preserve. The infrastructure for such things as wastewater treatment, garbage
collection, or road maintenance couldn’t keep up. No zoning codes were in place, and no
one knew just what kind of impact tourism might have in the long run.

Of course, this scenario is not unique to Monteverde. All over the world more and more
people were traveling. Beautiful places were becoming known and visited. In some places
development included community needs, in others it did not. The outcome of this
worldwide explosion in tourism is as varied as the sites themselves and no one place has all

the answers, although most have faced the same problems.

The Impact of Travelers’ Philanthropy on Conservation

The conservation movement itself in Monteverde, is largely due to the efforts of
traveling philanthropist. George Powell, a young graduate student in 1972 who was in
Monteverde doing his doctoral research, convinced the Guacimal Land Company who
owned large tracts of forest in the area, to donate 328 hectares of land to preserve the

primary forest of the region. Dr, Powell teamed up with the Tropical Science Center, who



as a Costa Rican, non-profit organization, could officially accept this donation. Later he
used his own funds (philanthropy) to purchase other lands and gradually, combined these
new acquisitions with the land already set aside by the Quakers to protect their watershed,
and thereby the Monteverde Cloud Forest Reserve was formed.

The Children’s Eternal Rainforest is another amazing example of travelers’
philanthropy that has been supported by students, teachers and individuals from 44
countries around the world. A teacher from Sweden who visited the area in the early 80’s
was so excited and moved by her time in Monteverde that when she returned back home
she enrolled her students in a campaign to raise funds to purchase land around the already
designated Cloud Forest Reserve. The campaign spread from this one classroom to other
classrooms throughout Sweden, then to other countries and gradually the Children’s
Eternal Rainforest grew so that today is encompasses over 22,500 hectares or almost
50,000 acres. The combined area under conservation in Monteverde makes this the largest
private reserve system in all of Central America with over 75,000 acres under protection.

Of course, none of this could have happened had it not been for the commitment and
hard work of the resident community. The people who do the day to day, hard work of
running, funding, and maintaining these associations and organizations for the most part,
live in Monteverde. But the ability of travelers, many of whom have been educators and/or
students, to connect the rest of the world to the conservation work that needed to be done

has shaped the conservation work that, in fact,has been done.

Student Travel and Study Abroad Programs

In Monteverde, as in many other places, there were many responses to the growing
pressures placed upon the people and the environment brought about by the introduction
of tourism. In the early 90’s one of the founding members of the Monteverde Institute,
John Trostle, pointed out that, “the community had begun to realize that while tourism
cannot be controlled, it is sometimes possible to guide components of it in creative,
educational ways.” It was suggested that the community might, “guide college groups into
longer-term, high quality educational programs, and by so doing, develop new jobs and
careers for area residents, as well as create educational and cultural activities for the zone".

This early recognition of the role of educational tourism, service learning and



voluntourism, has helped to shape the Monteverde community in very significant ways.
This relatively isolated region receives ~240,0001 visitors annually. Only a small portion of
these visitors come as students, researchers or volunteers but their impact can be seen
throughout the community. Today, Monteverde boasts 14 educational centers in six
different sub-communities and more than 15 action committees, community groups and
non-profit associations, many of which have been bolstered and supported throughout the
years by students, researchers or volunteers.

In 1986, residents of the Monteverde community formed two important non-profit
associations, the Monteverde Conservation League, to continue the conservation work in
the area and the Monteverde Institute (MVI), dedicated to peace, justice, knowledge and a
vision of a sustainable future. The Institute’s mission was, and is, to develop programs
designed for people from other countries, Costa Rica and the local area that promote
appreciation of diversity and communality, spirituality and well-being of all living beings.

[t strives to advance sustainable living, locally and globally, through place-based education,
applied research, and collaborative community programs.

The first educational programthat came to Monteverde was the Tropical Biology course
out of the Education Abroad Program of the University of California system. They came to
study the forest, admire the incredible bio-diversity, and explore the virtually undiscovered
canopy eco-system. NaliniNadkerni,co-editorof, “Monteverde: Ecology & Conservation of a
Tropical Cloud Forest”, was one of the professors in the first group of students who came to
study. Some 25 year later Monteverde is still considered the archetypal high-altitude rain
forest and Nalini is often attributed to opening up the field of canopy biology. This one

impact alone has shaped the destiny of the region.

Cross-cultural Exchange

From this very first study abroad course, the organizers, like Nalini, understood that
there was more to the experience than just the study of biology. They believed also in the
incredible value in cross-cultural exchanges; that it was equally as important to interact
with the community as it was to explore the natural environment. And so the students

came down from their field stations for a few weeks each semester to live with families,
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learn Spanish and come to know the people and customs of Costa Rica. And so, at the
Monteverde Institute, 25 years ago, a Homestay Program was initiated.

Today that program works with 120 families in the area. Costa Rican mothers love
adopting their wide-eyed, far from home, students. They cook them special meals and
prepare lunch for them daily to take off of classes. They do their laundry and teach them
Spanish and the whole family includes them in celebrations and excursions to meet other
family members. And these” stay-at-home moms”, bring in a substantial income to their
families by doing what they do best; sharing their homes and their love.

For many students it is the first time they have been surrounded by large extended
families. It is certainly a welcome change from dorm rooms and cafeterias and it is an
incredibly expanding experience. One student said recently about her homestay,

“Coming home each day, breaking bread, playing with the kids and exploring myself through
Costa Rica has been more than academics. | remember meeting my family for the first time. |
was terrified because they couldn’t speak English and I couldn't speak Spanish. How could
we communicate? Learning to survive and thrive in a different culture has given me a
completely new skill set. I have been humbled in the process.... | feel like | have shed my skin
in growth. I have questioned my beliefs and learned more about how a group can function
and how to overcome conflict.”

The Monteverde Institute’s Homestay Program alone, paid out over $75,000 last year
to families in our community. It may not seem like much, but it meant a lot to those families
involved. The gains from this type of education travel are far from just financial. Students
share knowledge of computers, teach family members English, bring books and school
supplies, and leave slightly used back packs, IPods and headphones. One of our
coordinators remarked recently that he remembers having had students live with his
family since he was 7 years old. In fact, one of his brothers eventually ended up marrying

one of those students, giving a whole new meaning to the word, “Homestay”.

Student research contributes to and learns from local knowledge

Students also contribute to the growing body of scientific and sociological research.
The Monteverde Institute’s Library has over 6000 books and articles and a significant
portion of these represent local research done by visiting students and professors.

Research on climate change, agro-ecology, globalization and community health, sustainable



and renewable technologies are continually advanced by study abroad courses. But
research and knowledge shouldn’t be sequestered in just in libraries. And so another great
travelers’ philanthropy project was launched a few years ago to make local research, by
students, researchers and local residents, more accessible to all. Dr, Laurie Kutner,
Professor from the University of Vermont, began bringing interns from the University of
Syracuse to Monteverde to convert student research into internet accessible digital library
collections that can be accessed by anyone, anywhere there is internet. Hundreds of
research studies are now available locally and internationally thanks to this volunteer
effort.

For the last 17 years students from the disciplines of architecture, landscape
architecture, and planning have been coming to Monteverde to work on community
projects in a course called “Sustainable Futures”. Students spend 10 weeks in the summer
designing projects such as handicapped accessible trails through the cloud forest, centers
for local NGO’s such as the Red Cross, a community art center, a sidewalk system including
animal crossing bridges, classroom buildings and the entire campus for the Monteverde
Institute. For the last 10 years, Professors from the University of South Florida have
conducted a Field School in community health bringing students to learn about the Costa
Rican universal health care system. Every year they sponsor a community clinic that takes
much needed free exams to outlying rural communities. Study abroad programs, such as
these, not only bring tourism to an area, but through long term partnerships and
commitments, change the face of a community in positive ways, bringing sustainable

growth and development.

Conclusion

The Monteverdelnstitute works with ~500 students each year. This represents just a
small raindrop within the Cloud forest, compared to the monsoon that the educational and
volunteer travel industry is today worldwide. And yet, last year MVI paid out to third
party providers; transportation companies, restaurants, hotels and hostels, nature reserves
and community organizations over $350,000. This is one small non-profit organization

that is supporting many smaller local companies. Worldwide the growing impact and



influence of this type of educational and/or volunteer tourism is not only responsible, and
philanthropic, it is life changing both for those who travel and those who stay at home.

And the study abroad market seems to dance to the beat of a different drum. While
tourism reacts quickly to changes in the economic environment, study abroad and student
travel which is often planned years in advance, reacts more slowly to these influences. So
when the worldwide economic crisis effected the rate of vacationers to Monteverde, the
downturn in student travel was felt, but not until much later. Therefore families and
businesses that had a mix of types of travelers were less impacted immediately and better
able to ride out the waves of the economic ups and downs.

As the Monteverde Institute celebrates its 25t Anniversary, it celebrates the vision of
our founders who invited educational and responsible travel into this community. There is
great pressure throughout Costa Rica and in Monteverde to succumb to the lure of mass
travel. In our small community of 6,000 with its 240,000 tourists each year some might say
we have already crossed that line. But still Monteverde has a very special character.
Together,through our numerous community organizations, we are responsible for
addressing the challenges of sustainable commercial and infrastructure development,
public health and safety, as well as educational advancement and environmental protection
in the face of the growing complexities brought on by tourism. Responsible travel,
travelers’ philanthropy, study abroad and voluntourismcan help us face these challenges in
productive ways that enhance both the experience of the traveler, as well as the lives of the

people in the places they visit.



