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, Concern for Costa Rica’s charismatic great green macaw is helping
| conservationists secure protection for its threatened rain forest habitat

In 1999, newlyweds Guisselle Monge and Olivier Chassot
moved to a rain forest in northeastern Costa Rica. The fledgling conservationists had
a single goal: to rescue the great green macaw, a lime green parrot with a puffy red
brow and blue wingtips that was on the verge of disappearing from the country. ,

Rampant logging since the 1970s had wiped out 90 percent of the macaw’s nest-
ing habitat. On top of that, chicks were selling hotter than tamales. “People were
: taking macaw chicks and selling them to lodges, hotels and foreigners,” says
I Monge, a Costa Rica native. A full quarter of the bird’s chicks were swiped annu-
| ally, each fetching between US$150 and $300, a veritable fortune in that part of the
country. By the time she and Chassot began their work, only a couple hundred green

| macaws remained in Costa Rica. Elsewhere in the species’ range, which extends along the coasts of Central Amer-
‘ ica, Colombia and FEeuadar, only a smattering of isolated populations survived—none supporting more than about
1

. 700 individuals—down from an estimated 25,000 birds a century ago,
For the next three years, Monge and Chassot tracked down and monitored macaw nests from sunrise to
‘ sunset six days a week. They held meetings in remote villages to inform locals about the birds. They even
labeled individual trees with macaw nests as protected by law, after convincing the federal government o
| place a moratorium on logging them.
It was all part of an effort begun in the mid-1990s by World
Wildlife Fund conservarion biologist George Powell {then
with the RARE Center for Tropical Conservation), who had at its nest In the.hn"u“ of an almen!jm tree in
discovered that the macaw population was in a tailspin, “You II":""“'I-E.rrI Calte Wik Mcurdi_ng g
: - p " the birds depend almost entirely on these
i‘ cannot appreciate how quickly the situation was deteriorat-  trees, for both nesting and food. The almendro's

A GREAT GREEN macaw stretches out a wing

ing,” he says. “Their disappearance was only a marter of time,  nutritious, golf-ball-sized seeds are abundant
and very little ar that.” In response, Powell launched the Great  during most of the macaw’s nesting season.
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AN ADULT and a one-
year-old juvenile (right)
rest in the branches of
an almendro. Before
conservationists began
working with communitie:
in the bird's habitat, a
quarter of all macaw
chicks were poached
annually, each selling for
between US$150 and
$300, a financial windfall

in that part of Costa Rica.
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vation Project, and immediately
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of the project, to turn the science into
conservation,

By the time the duo and their
army of volunteers left the forest, the
bird had become a local star, the sub-
itl!f of church sermons and SOIES.
Local |1'|f_-'1_'_p;]'[1:-._{ had slow
nest-robbing had come to a screech-
ing halt. Former macaw hunters, like

ander Martinez, had become
“I was a

“r
ut sud-

predator,” says Martinez.
denly everything was gone, every-
thing cut, eve ything killed. I wanted
I
y ¢ had been
saved—or so it seemed.
Today, six y later, there are no
signs that the bird’s local population
grown, Indeed, pre researchers

sex. “There are not enough pairs
breeding,” says Chassot—only 25 to
35 cach year, A lac

15 to blame.

According to Chassot, the birds put
their ducks in a row, so to speak,
before deciding whether to breed.
“Breeding pairs evaluate nesting con-
ditions and fe .
matin
out about 1,350 acres with sufficient
resources to raise a family, it scraps
Illiltinll;[ for the season,
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depend almost entirely on a si
species of rree called almendro. *The
tree provides roughly 90 percent of
their food resource and 80 percent of
- ds,” says Monge. In
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odically shed huge branches, formi
spacious hollows ideal for nesting—
secure caves typically 100 or more feet
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above the ground that keep helpless
chicks away from earthbound preda-
tors. Smaller pockets collect rainwater
and serve as convenient watering
holes for the birds. It takes decades for
the trees to develop these qualities that
are so critical to macaws,
Almendro is one of the
woods known. Indeed, 1t
because they were too tough
for saws and mills at the
time that any of the trees—
and Costa Rica's great green
macaws—survived the log-
ging boom of the 1970s and
early 1980s. Throughout the
region, almendros were left
standing in clear-cuts, like
silos towering above fields of
stubble. Chassot calls these
lone trees “small islands in a
sea of inhospitable environ-
ment.” Fill in the gaps with
more almendros, he says,
and more macaws
breed—the final step to
sccuring the species’ future,
So now Monge and Chas-
sot are using the parrot they
made popular to help save
the almendro (which became
a high-demand luxury wood
when improved technology
made harvesting feasible)}—
and along with it, the
region's rain forest habitat,
In 2005, after years of pressure from
project participants and an alliance of
200 local and international organiza-
tions, Costa Ricas government estab-
lished the 1530,00(-acre Maquenque
MNational Wildlife Refuge to protect
the macaw. Monge, Chassot and their
colleagues are working tw get the
refuge consolidated with other pro-
tected areas. Their ultimate goal is to
connect six existing parks in northern
Costa Rica and southern Wicaragua,
uniting a whopping 3 million acres

hardest
15 only

will

| 30P | HATIOMAL WILDLIFE

nwm=
==l

HE GAPS WI
DROS

iLL BREED
T0 SE

IES'" FUT

v
=

m
pi +

)

that are home o dozens of endan-
gered species including manatees and
jaguars.

Maquenque’s pioneering  design
prohibits human access to the macaw’s
core almendro, but also fosters ecolog-
ical restoration in bordering areas by

helping private landowners reforest
theit properties and paying them to

A MACAW caresses its mate on an almendro limb. The
birds' charisma helped make them local stars—and helped
activists bring the species back from the brink of extinction.

keep the recovering forests. The trees
include almendro but also fast-grow-
ing species with high lumber value
that not only provide habitat and food
for wildlife but can be selectively har-
vested down the road. In addition,
locals are being trained in tour guid-
ing, wildlife identificarion and
launching ecotourism ventures. A sev-
eral-mile-long hirding route, slated 1o
open in January 2008, will provide
remote communities with a steady
trickle of tourists eager for authentic
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foods, crafis and, of course, a chance to
spot a great green macaw in the wild.

With such a promising plan in
place, and backed by local enthusi-
asm, it's tempting to declare the
MAacaw CONSCrvation project a success,
But Powell's not throwing a wel-
come-back party just yet. “The
patient has been stabilized—though is
still perhaps in critical condi-
tion,” he says.

One potential roadblock s
that throughout Central
America, national parks that
shine on paper are plagued by
illegal logging and other
problems that Chassot aterib-
utes to a general “lack of
money, personnel and respect
towards laws.” Magquengque 1s
much too young to assess, but
as a rcfuge will receive less
federal arcention than a
national park. Currently, only
two rangers patrol the refuge.
And the funds that fuel the
conservation plan—primarily
small grants from nonprofit
organizations—are at perpet-
ual risk of drying up,

The great green macaw's
future may be far from cer-
tain, but one thing is crystal
clear: Monge, Chassot and the
rest of Costa Rica’s macaw
muskereers will not rest until
the country’s rain forest canopies are a
brighter shade of green,
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