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EDITORIAL 
 
Not for the first time have the 
contradictions of so-called development 
projects been highlighted by ENCA. In 
this issue of our newsletter we again 
highlight the problems caused by ‘black 
gold’ also known as oil. Its exploration 
rides roughshod over the indigenous 
reserves and environment and forces 
further engagement with the ‘free trade’ 
lobby. Yet, as shown in the Reuters article 
Central America is destined to be a victim 
once again the ‘El Niño’ phenomenon 
bringing starvation and drought. This 
effect is exacerbated by climate change, 
which in turn is driven by burning fossil 
fuels such as oil. The discovery of oil in 
Central America is likely therefore to be a 
double curse. 
 
Likewise, the hope of ecotourism in 
bringing sustainable development is 
questioned in Linda Barker’s article about 
Belize.  No matter how sensitively the 
ecotourism is developed, it depends on 
cheap air travel, which in turn depends 
on unsustainable exploitation of oil 
reserves. However perhaps those 
travelling to Central America could 
consider the conservation work 

experienced by, Eloise Sentito and 
Cressida Hulme.  
 
In Panama, tourists on San Jose Island 
would have had a nasty surprise if any of 
the chemical weapons abandoned there by 
the US forces had leaked or exploded.  
 
Meanwhile, Amnesty International 
reports that environmentalists seeking to 
protect their country against exploitation 
and destruction are being harassed and 
murdered in Honduras with the 
government unwilling or unable to 
investigate their deaths. The forces of 
destruction are once again on the march 
in Central America.  
 
BLACK GOLD IN PANAMA AND BELIZE 
 
In Issue 29 of the ENCA Newsletter (July 
2001) we included a long exposé‚  (written by 
Patricia Blanco) of oil exploration in Costa 
Rica and in particular of the role in that 
exploration of Harken Energy Corporation, 
a major shareholder in which is President 
Bush. The following two short articles, taken 
from the November 2001 issue of 
Mesoamerica (Vol. 20, No. 11), make clear 
that the search for black gold extends beyond 
Costa Rica to cover the whole Central 
American region. 
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Panama 
 
On September 25, the Ministry of Commerce 
and Industry (MICI) signed a 24 month contract 
with the Houston-based Harken Energy 
Corporation to explore for petroleum in the 
provinces of Bocas Del Toro, Colón and Darién 
on the Caribbean coast. The contract will allow 
Harken de Panamá Limited to conduct 
geological, geochemical and geophysical tests in 
the selected areas to determine the potential for 
hydrocarbon exploitation in Panama, both on-
shore and offshore. The government of Panama 
will invest about US$ 500,000 in the project and 
Harken will invest an undisclosed amount in the 
feasibility study.  
 
The government of Panama approved a 
hydrocarbon exploration law in 1987 in order to 
qualify for future loans from the World Bank, at 
the risk of having to open protected 
environmental areas and indigenous reserves to 
oil exploration by multinational corporations. 
Similar provisions have been built into the Free 
Trade Agreement of the Americas and Plan 
Puebla-Panamá, which require Panama to do 
something that environmentalists and indigenous 
people strongly oppose. 

 

A similar battle has been raging in neighbouring 
Costa Rica between the Ministry of Environment 
and Energy and anti-petroleum exploration 
groups - environmentalists, tourism operators 
and religious, community and indigenous leaders 
among others (see Mesoamerica, Vol. 19, Nos. 7 
and 12 and Vol. 20, No. 9). In Panama, the 
Foundation for the Development of Civil Liberty 
(with support from more than 200 organisations) 
is leading the struggle to stop oil exploration and 
safeguard the environment from potential 
destruction along a pristine coastline, which 
includes several protected ecological areas and 
indigenous reserves.  
 
For further information see the Oilwatch Costa 
Rica website: 
www.cosmovisiones.com/oilwatch/oilwatch.html 
 
Belize 
 
In mid-April (2001), the Department of Geology 
and Petroleum of the Ministry of Natural 
Resources, Environment and Industry reported 
evidence of petroleum deposits in the district of 
Cayo. 
 
According to the Minister of Natural Resources, 
the samples, found at a depth of 130 feet, are 
promising, although a great deal of analysis must 
be done. According to the director of Geology 
and Petroleum, the samples showed a range of 
between 16 and 26 grades API, with a sulphur 
content of 2.4%, which indicates a high value 
light petroleum. 
 
The director of Belize Oil Exploration and 
Drilling (BOED) reports that analyses are in 
progress and will be completed before any 
drilling will be done by potential US investors. 
BOED has local capital and was given six 
months to explore in Block 5, even though an 
agreement for joint production still must be 
decided upon and approved. BOED states that 
this is a high-risk investment, initially estimated 
at between US$2 million and US$5 million. 
 
The Island Oil Company, a subsidiary of the 
Guatemalan Petroleum Company, believes there 
is high quality petroleum in Block 12, in the 
Toledo district on the Caribbean coast, and has a 
33 year concession to explore and exploit there. 
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OIL EXPLORATION IN COSTA RICA: 
OFF, BUT ON AGAIN 
In Issue 29 of the ENCA newsletter we included 
an article by Patricia Blanco on 'Oil Fever 
Threatens Costa Rica'. In February this year we 
received the following news from Costa Rica. 
  
On 19 February 2002, Harken Energy 
Corporation announced that due to delays in 
obtaining permits for oil drilling in the Moin 
offshore well, it is to write off its entire 
investment of nearly US$9 million in the Costa 
Rica Hydrocarbons Concession Contract.  
 
From the corporation's base in Houston, Texas, 
Harken's chairman, Mikel Faulkner, stated: "We 
are very disappointed that these current 
developments including this court case in Costa 
Rica, the pending presidential elections wherein 
the primary candidates have all publicly stated 
positions against energy exploration in their 
country and the objections by various 
environmental groups appear to be creating 
enough impediments to this Moin well, that we 
now do not foresee this well being drilled in the 
near future."  But he added: "We intend to 
continue lobbying and pursuing any legal 
avenues available for a reasonable resolution to 
these impediments being raised against the 
project and for the issuance of permits necessary 
to proceed with the project." 
 
Brent Abadie, President and CEO of Harken 
Costa Rica Holdings (a separate company from 
Harken Energy Corporation), issued a press 
release which explained that "Harken Energy 
[Corporation] is merely a minority partner in the 
Company. The majority interest is held by MKJ 
Xploration, the original bidder on the 
Concession. Harken Costa Rica and MKJ remain 
excited about this very important project. The 
Company believes that the Moin prospect has 
identified a world class reserve with the potential 
to be the single greatest economic event in the 
history of Costa Rica." 
 
So, what appeared at first sight as good news and 
a victory for the Costa Rican environment and 
people is only likely to signal a continuation of 
the struggle against the oil companies. 
 
 

CENTRAL AMERICA FACES 
STARVATION THIS YEAR – U.N. 
by Ivan Castro (Reuters) 
 
Drought resulting from the ‘El Niño’  weather 
phenomenon, compounded by policy 
shortcomings, could put some 700,000 people in 
Central America at risk of starvation this year, a 
top U.N. official said. 
 
"From 2002 we see the situation in Central 
America presenting a picture of starvation," 
Francisco Roque Castro, WFP director for Latin 
America and the Caribbean, told Reuters in an 
interview. The U.N. World Food Program plans 
an emergency program in Guatemala, the worst 
affected country in the area, to help some 
169,000 people at risk of starving, including 
60,000 malnourished children. 
 
Roque said measures taken so far to deal with 
natural phenomena in the region have "prevented 
a (greater) degree of suffering or hunger." 
 
But the measures had failed to address the 
problem of the vulnerability of impoverished and 
marginalized, mainly farming communities, he 
said. 
 
Last year's drought in Honduras, Guatemala, 
Nicaragua and El Salvador threatened 1.5 
million people with famine and caused up to 
$189 million in economic damage, largely 
through the loss of crops and industrial 
production, according to the Economic 
Commission for Latin America. 
 
Regional governments and international 
organisations are drawing up contingency plans 
to face the likely effects of El Niño - the 
abnormal warming of waters in the Pacific 
Ocean that develops every two to seven years 
and can alter weather conditions around the 
globe. 
 
In the past 50 years, the Central American 
isthmus has experienced El Niño, literally ‘ little 
boy’  in Spanish, nine times. The effects last 
between 12 and 36 months each time. 
 
Roque said that given the "discouraging" 
regional economic outlook in 2001 and with 
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food production hampered by drought, "the risk 
of starvation is fairly high." 
 
The WFP is pushing governments in the region 
to raise social spending and plans to put in place 
medium-term programmes to enable poor 
growers to be self-sufficient and less vulnerable 
to climate swings, he said. 
 
"One reason (for the chronic hunger) is the lack 
of equality in terms of access to welfare, to 
produce and to wealth in this continent," he 
noted. 
 
Central American nations on the whole fall far 
below the Latin American average in terms of 
social spending, which is $540 per person 
annually. 
 
U.N. data shows Guatemala spends $107 on 
health and education per capita each year, El 
Salvador spends $82, while social spending in 
Honduras and Nicaragua is just $57 a year per 
person. 
 
More than half the 35 million inhabitants of 
Central America live in poverty. 
 
 
ENTERPRISE AT THE EXPENSE OF THE 
ENVIRONMENT? 
By Linda Baker, a freelance journalist from 
Portland Oregon 
 
It was just like the "Heart of Darkness" minus 
the foreboding. One month after Hurricane Keith 
knocked down 50% of the rainforest in northern 
Belize, I was headed up the New River on a 
reconfigured military boat en route to the 
Lamanai Outpost Lodge, an ecotourist 
accommodation deep in the jungle. 
 

Lamanai Outpost Lodge 

 
My guide was Carlos Godoy, a Yucatec Maya 
who combined intuitive understanding of the 
rainforest with the intellect of a Harvard-trained 

botanist. For most of our two-hour journey, 
Godoy explained and illustrated the art of 
camouflage in the rainforest: an iguana snaked 
around a mangrove tree, kingfishers roosting, a 
baby crocodile feasting on snails. 
 
Two decades after it won independence from 
Britain, Belize finds itself yoked to another kind 
of colonial enterprise; the foreign dominated 
ecotourism trade. With a small population of 
250,000 spread over 9,000 square miles of 
coastline, mountains and lush forests, Belize has 
managed to avoid the uncontrolled development 
that dominates so much of Central America. 
Today, close to 70% of the country is still 
covered by native forest. 
 
But although Belize is one of the most 
environmentally conscious countries in the 
world, a significant percentage of its ecological 
wealth is concentrated in the hands of expatriates 
and foreign investors. Across the country, there 
is widespread feeling that eco-profits are seeping 
out of the country, hampering conservation 
efforts and often providing only marginal 
benefits to local villagers. 
 
"Everybody hides under the word 'eco,'" gripes 
Nazario Ku, the outspoken Mayan curator of the 
tiny archaeological museum at the Lamanai 
Archaeological Reserve, the oldest, continuously 
occupied Mayan site in Belize. "But what 
ecotourism really means is destruction of the 
rainforest." Foreign tour operators are pocketing 
most of the money, he says. "We Maya are at the 
bottom of the ecotourist food chain." 
 
Over the past few years, well-publicised 
environmental violations by foreign-owned 
diving outfits on Belize's popular offshore cays 
have exacerbated concerns about land sales to 
expatriate residents. In 1998, a Belize 
Department of Environment Report found that 
foreign-owned resorts and hotels were flouting 
environmental laws, causing damage to coral 
reef and fishing grounds. 
 
"We have to manage our product and keep it 
sustainable so we don't have the mass market 
tourism of Cancun or even Costa Rica," says 
Sandra Aguilar, owner of Mayaland Villas, one 
of Belize's few native-owned luxury eco-hotels. 
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"This may be difficult if outsiders control the 
direction of our tourism." 
 
Many of the country's major conservation 
organizations such as the Belize Zoo and the 
Monkey Bay Wildlife Sanctuary are also 
controlled by expatriates. A few, such as the 
Belize Audubon Society, are controlled by 
Belizeans, at least at the board level. To 
encourage local oversight of the ecotourism 
trade, the Belize government in 1998 made 
grants and loans available to native-born 
Belizeans who wanted to start or upgrade tourist 
businesses. A poor, developing country, 
however, Belize is no match for the influx of 
foreign capital. Whether you're adventure 
touring, visiting Mayan ruins, or staying in a 
jungle lodge, chances are pretty good that "eco-
colonialism" will be the name of the game. 
 
One of 40 Belizeans who staff the Australian-
owned Lamanai Outpost Lodge, Godoy works 
from 5 a.m. until 10 p.m. seven days a week as a 
rainforest guide, getting up at dawn to scope out 
black howler monkeys and toucans, leading 
daytime tours of the archaeological sites, and 
taking guests on nocturnal boat rides to see 
crocodiles, bats and owls around the New River 
Lagoon. By most Central American standards, 
Godoy makes a good salary, although he says he 
"survives" on tips guests leave him. 
 
Every night, after leaving the luxuriously 
appointed lodge (where individual cabanas are 
furnished with writing desks and linen shower 
curtains), Godoy walks five minutes up the dirt 
road to his home in Indian Church, a Mayan 
village relocated from its original site a few 
miles away when archaeologists from the Royal 
Ontario Museum discovered and began 
excavating the Lamanai ruins in the 1970s. 
 
"People say the Maya are a lost civilization," 
Nazario Ku tells me as I tour the archaeological 
site, walking through the dense jungle past 
enormous ceiba and breadnut trees, strangler figs 
and allspice. "But the archaeologists who are 
saying these things don't want to feel ashamed 
about ignoring the living culture right in front of 
them." 
 

For better or worse, one of the unspoken rules of 
third world ecotourism seems to be this: Suffer 
the foreigners to save the rainforest. In Belize, 
many foreign tour operators insist they have 
simultaneously improved the welfare of 
Belizeans and furthered the cause of ecological 
preservation. 
 
"Thanks to our lodge, Indian Church is the 
wealthiest Mayan village in Belize," says Mark 
Howells, who runs the Lamanai Outpost Lodge 
with his wife Monique. "Plus we're attaching a 
value to land conservation through ecotourism," 
he adds. "Better that than logging or burning." 
Belizean tour operators, Howells says, find it 
difficult to compete with foreign marketing 
savvy. "It's evolution; it's reality," Howells tells 
me. "They just don't understand what Americans 
and Europeans demand in terms of hotels and 
service." 
 
For every eco-conscious hotelier in Belize, 
there's another bent on commercialisation. In the 
tiny southern coastal town of Placencia, irate 
'gringos' and natives alike tell me about New 
Yorker Robert Frackman's plans to add a casino 
to his oceanfront resort, the Inn at Robert's 
Grove. Further north, I hear, Kentucky mining 
millionaire Larry Addington has torpedoed the 
environmental process and built the nation's first 
golf course on his private island, Caye Chapel. 
 
At Luba Hati, an Italian-owned beachfront hotel 
in Placencia, I meet an American couple, Bill 
and Allison Moore, newly minted owners of an 
offshore cay. "We wanted an adventure," says 
Moore, who sold his computer company in 
Texas before moving south to build a new home 
and mull over plans for a resort. 
 
Belize is in the midst of a major tourism 
explosion. Between 1995 and 1999, the number 
of tourists visiting the country increased by 42%. 
Although the outlook for conservation in Belize 
is still positive, it remains to be seen whether the 
environmental and economic wealth stemming 
from ecotourism will be distributed equitably or 
stay in the hands of a privileged few. 
 
"Tourism proceeds are not being reallocated to 
the management or enhancement of the natural 
systems or to compensate local individuals who 
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are adversely affected by the presence of 
protected areas," wrote Osmany Salas, executive 
director of the Belize Audubon Society in a 
recent newsletter. "In Belize, there is a 
fundamental need to address the question of who 
owns the resources and how responsible 
stewardship will be effected for the benefit of 
all." 
 
 
A COSTA RICAN SUMMER OF 
CONSERVATION 
In July and August 2001, Eloise Sentito and 
Cressida Hulme, both now final year students in 
British universities, volunteered six weeks of 
their time to assist any Central American 
organisation that could use such help during 
their time in the region. ENCA approached 
UNAPROA in Costa Rica regarding their 
placement as volunteers. Here is their report. 
 
Contemplating where to go for our year abroad 
(a degree in languages nowadays includes an 
obligatory period in a relevant country), we 
realised that we wanted to see more of a country 
than just its landscapes and hostels. My friend 
and I convinced ENCA that we were worthy 
candidates for any kind of work they could find 
us, and they paved the way for us to spend six 
weeks with environmental organisation 
UNAPROA in Costa Rica. 
 
The Unión de Amigos para la Protección del 
Ambiente (the Union of Friends for the 
Protection of the 
Environment) is 
primarily a conservation 
project whose main 
concern at present is 
combating deforestation 
and its associated 
problems.  
 
Costa Rica is cited as having one of the richest 
biodiversity ranges in the world, and much of the 
country is made up of tropical rainforest. This 
land, however, like many other of the world's 
natural wonders, is seen by man as a resource, 
there for the exploiting, and Costa Rica's Valle 
Central is under attack from all sides. Local 
farmers clear land bit by bit for cultivation, often 
by ring-barking the trees by night so that they die 

and permission can be gained for their felling. 
An even greater threat is posed by big business, 
which scars vast areas of once-wooded slopes in 
the name of investment. This is a formidable 
opponent indeed to challenge, as PINDECO, the 
branch of Del Monte responsible for large scale 
pineapple production, generates wealth for the 
country and employment for her people. The 
paradox is of course that severe drought, erosion 
and flooding, all results of their deforestation, 
consume government funds and frequently leave 
the people in plight, as roads, bridges and even 
whole farms are swept away in the rainy season 
when bare soil can no longer withstand the 
deluges. 
 
As the land's aggressor has many faces, so 
UNAPROA's defence campaign is multi-tiered, 
and working with them we were involved in 
several aspects of it. Their main tactic is to 
educate, to ensure understanding of the causes 
and effects of deforestation, to highlight every 
individual's responsibility and to encourage their 
active interest and participation. We helped put 
together a presentation at a local school which 
held an ecology fair for 15 other schools, and a 
large part of UNAPROA's work consists of 
educational workshops and school visits 
throughout the country and even across borders 
to raise awareness. Another of our principal 
tasks, as well as the translation of material for 
their website www.sonador.org, was to produce 
a campaign leaflet, in English and in Spanish, for 
their 'Compratierras' project. This is a scheme to 
raise sponsorship in order to pay local 
landowners for their pledge not to clear more 
forest. The sponsors become 'godparents' of a 
section of 'water forest' (so-called because it 
protects the water basins). 
 
 
 
We went prepared for anything, and were not 
disappointed, because as well as being able to 
offer IT and linguistic skills we were also four 
more hands to help with the physical work. We 
were glad to work outside in the sun (it felt 
healthy - for the sweat almost as much as for the 
skin colour!), and as well as digging holes for 
fences, laying drainage pipes, clearing scrub and 
preparing building materials for the construction 
of UNAPROA's new headquarters, we enjoyed 



 ENCA Newsletter April 2002: Page 7 

macheteing our way through an acre of 
undergrowth that was to become a herb garden. 
(NB this was not the tame English variety, but a 
tropical jungle to be fought through brandishing 
large weapons - venomous snakes and spiders 
permitting!) The herb garden will satisfy two 
objectives: one is the revival of popular 
knowledge and use of the medicinal properties of 
the plants, and the other is the creation of a new 
product as an alternative to the monocrop 
planting of sugar, pineapples and coffee 
(currently slumping in Costa Rica and elsewhere 
in the region. 
 

Longo Mai (also known as Finca Sonador), the 
village in which we stayed with UNAPROA's 
president, is a relatively new community, 
purpose built for Salvadoran refugees in the 
1970s. Basically a working farm, it is a popular 
place with foreign volunteers because of the 
many and varied opportunities to join in with the 
work of the inhabitants. UNAPROA is just one 
initiative that is based there, and as well as being 
able to help with harvesting and work with 
animals on individuals' land, there are other 
interesting projects linked with and run by 
members of the community. These include 
initiatives investigating the viability of 
alternative sources of income and small business 
building, and support groups for victims of 
domestic violence, young offenders and 

exploited under-aged workers, among others. In 
other words, there are many different types of 
skills required; there is much work to be done, 
much experience to be gained and un monton of 
things to be learnt. We found the experience 
incredibly useful and rewarding, enjoyable, at 
times challenging, productive, and definitely 
WORTHWHILE, and would strongly 
recommend it to anyone who really wants a 
(excuse the cliché‚  - it's the most appropriate) 
'life changing' experience in a beautiful country. 
 
Eloise Sentito and Cressida Hulme can be 
contacted  through ENCA. 
 
 
TERROR IN HONDURAS 
The following report appeared in Amnesty 
International's News Review, Nov./Dec. 2001. 
 
The shooting of an environmentalist in Honduras 
has provoked fear of more attacks. Carlos 
Roberto Flores, an environmentalist and 
community leader of the municipality of 
Gualaco, Honduras, was shot dead outside his 
home on 30th June 2001. 
 
He had led protests against the construction of a 
hydroelectric dam on the Río Babilonia in 
Gualaco, which locals believe will seriously 
damage the environment and ruin their 
livelihood, possibly forcing them off their land. 
 
Eyewitnesses say the ten gunmen who shot 
Flores were security guards working for 
Energisa, the private company building the dam. 
Arrest warrants have been issued against five of 
those alleged to be involved in the shooting but 
no arrests have been made. 
 
Other leaders of the communities protesting at 
the dam, including the mayor and all seven 
municipal councillors of Gualaco, reported 
receiving death threats. They stopped attending 
public events for fear of being attacked. Rosa 
Elvira Flores, Carlos Flores's mother, told 
Amnesty International (AI) that private security 
guards aim their guns at her house whenever 
they drive by. 
 
The Gualaco school closed in April (2001) after 
the sole teacher refused to go to the community 
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for fear of violence. When he returned in June, 
security guards reportedly shot at the classroom 
forcing the teacher and children to throw 
themselves to the floor. The school was again 
closed. Local people fear someone else may be 
killed at any moment. 
 
On 4th July a group of people from Gualaco 
began a vigil outside the National Congress 
building in the capital Tegucigalpa to protest 
against Flores's killing and the activities of 
Energisa. On 18th July they were violently 
dispersed by police using tear gas, water cannons 
and batons. Dilcia, a four-year-old girl, was in 
tears as she told a witness she had been hit in the 
abdomen by a policeman. Around thirty 
demonstrators were injured, and many were 
taken into custody but later released. 
 
AI has documented cases in Honduras in recent 
years where local communities, many of them 
indigenous, have been threatened and their 
leaders killed in apparent reprisal for 
highlighting environmental damage and 
campaigning in favour of community rights. The 
gunmen responsible often have links to powerful 
local landowners. Environmental activists Carlos 
Escaleras and Carlos Antonio Luna were 
murdered in 1997 and 1998. As long as the 
authorities take no action to bring those 

responsible to justice, AI fears the violence will 
continue. 
 
CHEMICAL DANGER ON SAN JOSÉ 
ISLAND 
The following item appeared in Mesoamerica 
(vol. 20, No. 10, October 2001). 
 
 The government of Panama declared the island 
of San José, 
in the 
archipelago 
of Las 
Perlas in 
the Pacific 
Ocean, to 
be under 
"health 
restrictions" 
in early 
September. It prohibited access to "all 
unauthorised personnel" due to the discovery of 
unexploded bombs with lethal chemical contents 
of World War II vintage that were found on an 
abandoned US firing range.  
 
If detonated, the three 3,000 pound bombs and 
one 500 pound bomb could cause serious 
damage to human life and to the flora and fauna 
in a radius of 2,000 meters, according to health 
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officials. Consequently, the government ordered 
the evacuation of all personnel and the closure of 
all commercial establishments on the island, 
while dispatching a security force to patrol the 
area and enforce the ban. 
 
The island is a tourist resort and any long-term 
closure, explosion or contamination could 
severely damage the local tourist industry. 
 
Panama has formally notified the US 
government of the discovery and has requested 
that it take appropriate action under the 
guidelines established in the Chemical Arms 
Treaty of 1993. The US government is obligated 
to respond to this petition within 30 days of 
receiving the notice. 
 
STORM IN A COFFEE CUP? 
By Patricia Blanco, environmental journalist 
based in Costa Rica and Stephanie Williamson, 
ENCA member. 
 
Eighteen months ago, we had the opportunity to 
meet some enthusiastic campesino coffee 
farmers in northern Nicaragua, as part of an 
evaluation of the large programme on Integrated 
Pest Management coordinated by the Centre for 
Tropical Agriculture Research & Education, 
CATIE. After losing their homes and farm plots 
in the wake of destruction left by Hurricane 
Mitch in 1998, campesino families in the 
community of Las Sabanas near Somoto had 
been able to resettle on better land nearby, with 
support from donors and the local NGO 
INPRHU. Many had previously eked out a 
precarious living growing maize and beans on 
impoverished soils and working on the large 
coffee estates during the picking season. Now 
for the first time, they were growing coffee 
themselves and devoting energy and resources 
into improving and diversifying their new 
farmland, with citrus, other fruits and vegetables 
and they eagerly told us their plans and hopes for 
the future. Hurricane Mitch had also taught the 
community important lessons for their farming 
strategy: the need to conserve and protect soil 
and make more rational use of natural resources, 
and to shift to cropping practices which were 
better for their health and the environment. 
  

 

Las Sabanas farmers showing their new 
plots for integrated coffee and agroforestry 
 
In collaboration with the CATIE programme, 
INPRHU staff trained local farmer-promoters in 
ecologically-based farming methods for coffee 
production, including pest and disease 
observation and monitoring, the use of biological 
pesticides for controlling coffee berry borer, 
organic mulching, green manuring and 
composting, soil conservation measures and 
simple record-keeping and farm budgeting skills. 
Just as important were themes on gender issues, 
group dynamics and leadership and 
communication. Farmer-promoters in turn 
trained other farmers in their communities and 
beyond, spending a week in another village to 
pass on their new skills and knowledge.  
 
We spoke to mothers Fernanda, Josefa and 
Amparo, with sole responsibility for their 
households but who are also coffee farmers and 
active collaborators with the INPRHU 
programme. They described how substituting 
non-chemical methods for expensive pesticides 
had helped them reduce their coffee production 
costs and how they had decided to control weeds 
themselves by machete to avoid using 
herbicides, despite the hard work involved in 
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what is traditionally a man’s job. After getting 
accustomed to the blisters and improving their 
technique the women incorporated an hour’s 
worth of weed-slashing into their daily routine 
whilst the kids were at school. The savings on 
agrochemicals allowed the women to invest 
more in improving their farms and sometimes 
hiring extra labour for the more time-consuming 
tasks in organic production.  Josefa also 
explained how the training had given them much 
more self-confidence and enabled them to take 
on new roles within their families and the 
community and to start working as farmer-
promoters too. 
 
In complete contrast, Jovino Perez from the 
Longo Mai co-operative near San Isidro de El 
General in Costa Rica [see ENCA newsletter no 
19, 1996] described to ENCA in February 2002 
the recent experiences of coffee farmers on his 
co-operative, following the global slump in 
coffee prices in the last two years. Jovino’s 
brother and brother-in-law were both forced 
recently to leave their coffee groves at Longo 
Mai and get poorly-paid jobs as night security 
guards for commercial car parks in the capital 
city, in order to scrape together some income for 
their families, a common situation since the 
crisis. Their wives and children stayed on the 
farm to try and pick as much of the coffee as 
possible without extra help, since many small-
scale coffee-growing families can no longer 
afford to pay for any outside labour. A few years 
ago coffee fetched around 25,000 colones per 
fanega (approx. 200kg) but now it has 
plummeted to 10,000 and the income no longer 
covers the living expenses for many families on 
the co-operative. Yields have also been poor this 
year- Jovino only managed 50 fanegas from his 
3 hectares of coffee, compared to 130 in a good 
year. Part of the reason is that his trees are old 
and becoming unproductive but the coffee prices 
are too low to warrant much expenditure on 
grove maintenance, let alone investment in 
replanting or grafting or major pruning effort and 
good crop husbandry. Jovino is now considering 
turning half of his coffee grove over to 
sugarcane unless prices pick up.  
 
Many farmers at Longo Mai took out loans from 
the coffee trading company El General, at 25% 
interest rates, but with rock-bottom prices and 

low yields, they are now heavily in debt and 
desperate to find any work that can help them 
repay and get the company staff off their back. 
For most families it was an utterly miserable 
Christmas last December, nobody had the spare 
cash for the usual modest festivities, there were 
no communal parties and most people were too 
depressed to make any effort to celebrate. There 
are plans to set up a basic processing unit for 
organic coffee on the co-operative, the 
machinery has been purchased and is sitting in 
Austria, but even with extra funding, a decent 
loan or an upturn in revenue, it would be 5 years 
before Longo Mai could sell any certified 
organic coffee. With the current urgency to feed 
their families and just get by, few members can 
muster any enthusiasm or confidence in the 
organic conversion plans.  
 
Will actions such as Starbuck’s pledge at last 
month’s IFOAM conference of organic 
producers to start sourcing fair trade and organic 
coffee for their coffee shops (buy only in 
Europe) make any real difference for coffee 
farmers like those in Longo Mai, without a 
fundamental shift in global terms of trade and a 
more equitable sharing of economic power?  
 
SWEET CAFFEINE 
"From the Funsalprodese newsletter 
"Coyuntura" for January 2002: part of their 
analysis of the deepening economic and social 
crisis caused by neoliberal policies. 
  
A) The Sugar Industry 
  
All the sugar mills that were privatised in 1994 
find themselves facing technical bankruptcy. 
They have debts to the banks, some of them have 
been taken over and administered by the banks 
for financial gain, and their shares are worthless 
because their security (buildings, machinery, 
products, etc.) has passed into the control of the 
banks in order to recover the outstanding loans. 
  
The workers in the sugar mills invested the 
compensation and loans received in acquiring 
shares in the mills, which are now totally 
worthless. They were swindled! And now, 
sacked as workers, they have debts which they 
cannot repay. 
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The principal shareholders and the producers are 
in conflict; they fight over the distribution of the 
income from the sale of sugar (international 
prices have brought both groups to a financial 
crisis). With relatively high domestic prices 
for the sale of sugar, they have to cope with the 
owners of the food-processing industry which 
uses sugar, who are demanding that sugar should 
be imported which is cheaper than that produced 
at home. 
  
 B) Coffee: the one-time national wealth-
producer, now in a state of collapse. 
  
Coffee was collapsing due to the sudden fall in 
the world price, but the events of September 11th 
in the U.S.A. accelerated that collapse. The State 
has offered support to the coffee growers to 
prevent disaster on 8 occasions. Emergency 
Funds I and II (totalling more than $100 
million); the Integral Programme of Renovation 
of the Coffee-growing areas, with $100 million 
from the Multi-sectorial Bank to provide credit, 
for which applications for only $5.9 million were 
received; Loan Credit for the 2001-2002 harvest 
of $50 million, of which only $17 million has 
been taken up; the Coffee Recovery Programme 
for the restoration of the Coffee Debt (FICAFE) 
for $250 million, to extend the debt repayment 
period; the Complementary Loan Credit for the 
2001-2002 harvest providing $15 per quintal of 
harvested coffee, which very few growers 
claimed because they had no money and had no 
means of paying the wages of coffee-pickers; 
Elimination or Holding back of 5% of poor 
quality coffee from the market ( about 100,000 
sacks) to stimulate demand for good quality 
coffee, with support from various other 
programmes. 
  
Do you feel that the State should continue to 
support the coffee industry which no longer has 
a future, and whose coffee growers have no 
chance of meeting their financial obligations, 
and whose tax costs eventually fall on the 
general public? The reply is "No", since those 
coffee growers whose farms have not been or 
will not be repossessed have decided to abandon 
coffee or at least diversify the crops they grow, 
in order to survive. " 
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ENVIRONMENTAL NETWORK FOR 
CENTRAL AMERICA 

 
ENCA produces a regular newsletter containing background information and current news 
about environmental issues in Central America along with opportunities for action. 
 

Affiliation rates: Individuals £8; Unwaged £4; Local groups £10; National organisations £30. 

 
Name: 
____________________________________________________________________ 
 
Address: 
__________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
  
Tel: ________________________________ 
 
Email: _________________________________ 
 
 
| I enclose £_________ affiliation fee to ENCA and would like to receive a 
complimentary copy of the latest ENCA newsletter. 
 

| I enclose a donation of £_________to the work of ENCA. 

 

Please return to: ENCA, c/o NSC, 129 Seven Sisters Road, London N7 7QG  


