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1997 KYOTO PRIZE WORKSHOP: BASIC SCIENCES
“Conservation of Biodiversity-Practice and Theory” Abstract of Commemorative Lecture

“Art and science of tropical dry forest conservation through

non-damaging use: Area de Coservacion Guanacaste, Costa Rica”

Dr. Daniel Hunt Janzen

To insure the survival of a conserved wildland into perpetuity, we must invite society to be
a full participant and user at all levels, from the local to the national to the international.
The key expression is “tropical biodiversity: use it or lose it”.

The Area de Conservacion Guanacaste (ACG) is 120,000 ha of tropical dry forest and its
adjacent and wet forest habitats. This area has been established by the government of Costa
Rica for wildland conservation into perpetuity, through the mechanism of non-damaging use.
The ACG is an integral part of the National System of Conservation Areas of MINAE
(Ministry of the Environment and Energy), which is designed to maintain about 25% of
Costa Rica’s land in this new kind of “cropland” and be a key pillar in Costa Rica’s effort to
sustainably develop itself.

The ACG is really a large “garden” containing about 235,000 species — ranging from things
as small as viruses and bacteria to huge trees and birds. The users are very broadly
distributed across society — school groups to ecotourists, irrigation to carbon storage,
biological control to biodiversity prospecting, waste degradation to extremophile genes, and
many more as yet unimagined. We have decades of development ahead for the intelligent
use of this garden. For all these users, a sustainable and non-damaging use program
requires, above all, understanding of these organisms and their ecosystems. A major first
step is biodiversity inventory-building a kind of Yellow Pages of biodiversity, and getting it
onto a public web site. Each species merits its own Species Home Page.

As we come to know the species, as they come to be taxonomically unambiguous, the focus
shifts from inventorying them to deepening our understanding of their natural history-all
the clues to their husbandry, to their capacities, to guiding their sustainable harvest at a
level largely invisible among natural perturbations.

The evolution of a large Conservation Area from a small and traditional national park has
required more than a decade, millions of dollars, the invention and support of a
non-traditional administration, and the energy of hundreds of Costa Ricans. A critical
feature has been its decentralization and its incorporation in the social fabric of the
surrounding agroscape.

A first introduction to the ACG can be found at http://www.acguanacaste.ac.cr




