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AMERICAS



Costa Rica, despite having a small area is an incredibly diverse country, as much for its geographical location as 

east; to the north it is bounded by Nicaragua and to the southeast by Panama. Isla del Coco, a World Heritage Site, 
lies 480 km to the southwest and takes the country’s marine territory to a frontier with Ecuador.

Costa Rica has been a sovereign and independent country since 1821, and is one of the most consolidated de-
mocracies on the continent. The government consists of three branches: the executive is made up of the president, 
vice-president and ministers; the legislative branch of the Legislative Assembly (made up of 57 representatives); 
and the judicial branch of the Supreme Court of Justice. Costa Rica is divided into seven provinces, which, in turn, 
are divided into 81 cantons and these, into 463 districts. The capital, San José, is located in the Central Valley, 
where most of the population live. Costa Ricans are mainly of mestizo origin (indigenous-Spanish), although there 

Rica. According to the 2000 census, these groups now account for 1.7% of the country’s total inhabitants (64,000). 

The country’s economy has traditionally been based on agriculture (including cattle ranching), leading to the 
loss of the majority of the country’s vegetation cover, mainly at the beginning of the 1940s. However, over the 
last three decades, the economy has changed, with tourism taking over as the greatest source of income since the 
mid-1990s. Nevertheless, large-scale production of crops such as banana, pineapple and sugarcane, as well as 
increasing urbanization are still considered the greatest drivers behind the destruction of natural habitats and the 
birds that inhabit them.

Geologically, Costa Rica is a young country, with a landscape highly shaped by the uplift of its mountain ranges. 

made up of four separate ranges, separated by mountain passes, as well as the Central Valley. Low-lying plains are 
found to the north and east, on the Caribbean side of the country, becoming narrower towards the southeast. The 

foothills (5–10 km), but become wider again towards the southeast (Bergoing 1998).

Climate is typically wet to very wet, except towards the northwest where a dry climate predominates. Rainfall 
ranges from 1300 mm per year in the most arid areas to 7000 mm in the wettest regions. The Caribbean slope 
receives rain throughout the year, lessening between February and May and later in October. In the rest of the 
country, the rainy season begins in mid May and ends in November. Average annual temperatures range from 6 ºC 
at an altitude of approximately 3800 m, increasingly steadily with decreasing elevation until 26–28 ºC in warmer 
areas, almost at sea level (Herrera 1985).



Costa Rica is globally recognized for high levels of biodiversity within 
a small area. To maintain this biodiversity, the country has established 
a key development strategy: designation of protected areas as the 

mechanism attempts to avoid continuing loss of habitat and resources 
within the majority of natural areas.

Deforestation reached a high point in Costa Rica between 1950 and 
1980, representing one of the highest rates in Latin America at the end 
of this period (CCAD 2002), due to agricultural activities and timber 
extraction (Sader & Joyce 1988). Although there have been numer-
ous efforts to revert this situation, pressure on natural resources and 
conservation areas continue today. However, from the 1980s onwards, 
conservation policies changed in the country, allowing some of the 
former forested areas, lost during the 1970s and 1980s, to be restored. 
In fact, more than 40% of Costa Rica’s total area has been reforested 
or restored (Fallas 2003, FONAFIFO 2007). 

Currently, 29% of Costa Rica’s continental area (1,529,945 ha) enjoys 
some kind of protection (public or private), although only 13.74% is strictly
protected (SINAC 2007a). The Ministry of Environment and Energy is re-

Costa Rica has a total of 875 species (Obando et al. 2007) within 
an area of 51,100 km2, making it one of the countries with the high-
est number of species per area on the American continent. Of these, 

(BirdLife International 2007). The main threats to these species are 
deforestation, urban and tourism development, wetland drainage and 
extensive pineapple, sugarcane and banana plantations.

Six species are politically endemic to 
Costa Rica, three are continental 

(Coppery-headed Emerald; El-
vira cupreiceps, Mangrove Hum-
mingbird; Amazilia boucardi,

Black-cheeked Ant-tanager; Habia
atrimaxillaris) and three inhabit the 
47-km2 Isla del Coco (Cocos Cuckoo; 
Coccyzus ferrugineus, Cocos Fly-
catcher; Nesotriccus ridgwayi, Cocos 
Finch; Pinaroloxias inornata).

Three Endemic Bird Areas are shared 
by Costa Rica with neighboring coun-

tries (Central American Caribbean slope; 
EBA 019, Costa Rica and Panama highlands; 

sponsible for wildlife conservation and protected areas, encompassed in 
a National System of Conservation Areas. However, several authors have 
found shortcomings within the current network of protected areas (Pow-
ell 2000; Pfaff & Sánchez 2004; Sánchez-Azofeifa et al. 1999, 2003). 
In Costa Rica, as well as in other Central American countries, part of this 

as an initiative to connect protected areas and promote sustainable develop-
ment. Approximately 45 biological corridors, of some 1,100,000 ha have 
been set up in the country (Rojas & Chavarría 2005). The main challenge 
to biological corridors in Costa Rica is generating biological, social and 

An incentive to protect forests and forestry areas in Costa Rica has existed
since 1996 in the form of a “payment for environmental services (PSA, 
in Spanish)”. Payment is given in return for services mitigating the 
effects of green-house gases, protection of water sources, biodiversity 

year target to protect 100,000 ha of forest on land within the Meso-
american Biological Corridor Project. In 2007, more than 240,000 ha 
had been included within the PSA system (SINAC 2007a).

ternational agreements, such as the Convention on Biological Diver-
sity, the World Heritage Convention, the Convention on International 
Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora, and the Ramsar 
Convention on Wetlands. Costa Rica is also party to several regional 
initiatives, such as the Central American Protected Areas System. All 
the above measures have helped consolidate Costa Rica as a leading 
country in conservation issues in Latin America.

exclusive to the country (Cocos Island; EBA 022). These areas have 

level. As well as applying to birds, different studies have shown that 

Three biomes are recognized in Costa Rica for the purposes of IBA identi-
et al. (1996). These are, 

Slope (GCS) throughout the lowlands and Chiriquí-Darién Highlands 
(CDH), running approximately northwest-southeast into Panama, over the 
highest elevations. Four bird regions are also recognized in Costa Rica (as 
well as Isla del Coco) by Slud (1964): dry tropical forest in the northeast, 

the highlands which include mountainous areas over 700 m in height.

More than 220 species of migratory birds cross Costa Rica or make use 
of stopover sites for resting, feeding or overwintering. Of these species, 
58 are of conservation concern according to different sources (Kushlan 
et al. 2002, USFWS 2002, US Shorebird Conservation Plan 2004, BirdLife 
International 2006, Panjabi et al. 2005). Of all migratory species, more 
than three million individuals are birds of prey such as Broad-winged Hawk 
(Buteo platypterus), Swainson’s Hawk (Buteo swainsoni), Mississippi Kite 
(Ictinia mississippiensis) and Turkey Vulture (Cathartes aura; Porras et al.
2004) which migrate southwards along the Caribbean coast, giving this 
region the second highest abundance of migratory raptors in the world.



of 3,070,976 ha (Table 1, Figure 1), representing almost 52% of the 
country’s land area. The majority of IBAs are terrestrial. Only 371,928 
ha account for marine areas, representing just 12% of total IBA cover-
age, exposing an evident lack of information. In Costa Rica, 19 species 

conservation concern), 82 species under A2 (restricted-range), 102 un-
der A3 (biome-restricted) and 22 species under A4 (congregatory).

More than half of Costa Rica’s IBAs are designated protected areas. The 
most frequent protection category in IBAs is National Park, representing
more than a third of the total IBA area at 1,100,000 ha (Figure 2).

The IBA program began in Costa Rica at the end of 2005. An integral vi-

participation and local know-how have played essential roles in coordi-
nating effective conservation strategies. The Unión de Ornitólogos de 
Costa Rica has been leading on the IBA program, with the support of 
the following NGOs, Fundación para la Gestión Ambiental Participativa, 

the IBA program is to contribute to the improvement of ecosystem con-
servation in Costa Rica, one of the world’s “megadiverse” countries.

9%

60%

al, taking into account the geographical and climatic characteristics of 
the country. Many researchers, ornithologists and birders took part in 
the process. Through the application of these criteria, IBAs were de-

sis of protected areas, biological corridors, indigenous reserves, forest 
cover, land use, rivers and elevation (ITCR 2005). 



Migratory birds are an important component of the IBA program, as is 
evidenced by the Migratory Bird Corridor, which includes seven IBAs 
on the Caribbean slope between Nicaragua and Panama. Millions of 
migratory birds use this corridor every year (Box 2). Mangroves on 

migratory warblers (Parulidae) during the northern winter (Barran-
tes 1998). However, this ecosystem is severely degraded and at risk 
from tourist development and deforestation. Its inclusion in several 
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IBAs has enabled the protection of populations of the endemic and 
Endangered Mangrove Hummingbird (Amazilia boucardi) and the 
Endangered Yellow-billed Cotinga (Carpodectes antoniae). 

A preliminary analysis of land use in IBAs (after Sánchez-Azofeifa & 

importance of forest in IBAs (more than 60%), compared to agri-

cultural uses (24%). Wetlands, mangroves and marine areas also 

Rica, globally recognized for their ornithological importance, make 
evident the need to consider strategies including social participation, 
connectivity between protected areas and effective conservation. 
These elements are important for the sustainability of actions carried 
out within IBAs.

The development of the IBA program in Costa Rica has generated op-
portunities to collaborate between different organizations and institu-
tions, strengthening local organizations and allowing their participation 

for the conservation of birds and their habitats in Costa Rica, include:

• Incorporating IBA monitoring into the Terrestrial Ecological Moni-
toring Program for Protected Areas and Biological Corridors in Cos-
ta Rica (SINAC 2007b).

• Ensuring that information on IBAs in Costa Rica is considered within 
the implementation of conservation activities contemplated in the 
document, “Land use planning for biodiversity conservation in Costa 
Rica” (SINAC 2007a).

• Use of information from IBAs in other site-based conservation initia-
tives. As well as being extraordinarily important for birds, IBAs also 
hold a high number of other plant and animal species. This concept is 
being applied by diverse organizations such as Conservation Interna-

• Publication of an IBA inventory for Costa Rica and communication 
of its importance for bird conservation in the country.

• Strengthening the biological corridor concept and Local Support 
Groups for IBAs.

•
vation priorities, developing conservation actions for endemic, threat-
ened and migratory birds. There is a special need in Costa Rica to 
estimate population numbers for many species of birds in IBAs.

• Maintaining and promoting the development of courses for young 
ornithologists in IBAs, such as those carried out by the Unión de 
Ornitólogos de Costa Rica in 2007 in Reserva Forestal Los Santos 
(CR011) and the indigenous reserve of Kéköldi (CR019).
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Contact information
Luis Sandoval (biosandoval@hotmail.com)
César Sánchez (cessamo@gmail.com)

Unión de Ornitólogos de Costa Rica (uniondeornitologoscr@gmail.com)
Casa Alameda, local 4, Los Yoses
San José, Costa Rica
Tel. + 506 22806609
www.uniondeornitologos.org
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