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Case Study: Improved Agro-Forestry in Costa Rica

Talamanca-Caribbean Biological Corridor is one of the ecosystem areas in Costa Rica created in 1992 covering an area of 2,800 km2. It contains over 10,000 plant species, more than 350 bird species, 51 reptiles, and 59 mammal species, and accounting for over 90% of the nation’s floral diversity. 

The Talamanca corridor hosts national parks and wildlife reserves, but they are separated by agricultural lands. Inside and in the vicinity of the ecosystem area, over 25,000 people live with varying degrees of dependence on the ecosystem. Due to a decline in cacao price in the international market during the 1970s, the cacao industry suffered losses and the regional economy declined. As a result, large tracts of forested land were cleared to support additional agricultural plantations and many smaller farms were sold to large-scale producers. The extensive use of pesticides in plantations also contributed to ecosystem disturbances.

As a result, a number of initiatives were started to provide alternative agro-forestry and organic farming practices, to enhance economic viability while protecting biological diversity and forest resources. The Nature Conservancy and Asociaciòn (ANAI) initiated shaded crop agro-ecosystems as a biodiversity protection alternative and conducted educational activities for local communities. Disease resistant cocoa varieties that require less application of pesticides were also distributed to reduce the negative impact of chemicals on ecosystem health. Other projects promoted the use of organic production alternative around ecosystem corridors to protect biodiversity and enhance sustainability. The Talamanca Small Farmers' Association (APPTA) was created to promote the sale of organic cocoa and farm products through developing access to local and international markets for organic products. Other diversified commodities produced organically are also promoted to reduce dependence on one crop that can adversely affect the ecosystem through cross-sectoral links, especially in times of price decline. 

The case study in this ecosystem indicates that the use of multiple crops reduced erosion, reduced pesticide dependence, while increasing the associated agro-forest biodiversity. For example, shaded cacao agro-ecosystems provided forest cover and habitat for species and for numerous bird species. The agro-ecosystem also improved the health of the protected areas as a buffer for a functional ecosystem between reserves and parks. By the year 2000, more than 1,000 members of the community obtained organic certification accounting for more than 200 ha of production land area.
