CREA Volunteer Information Pack 

Introduction to Cocobolo Nature Reserve:

Cocobolo Nature Reserve (CNR) is situated in the Mamoní Valley in Panama, an area which is at the center of the narrowest stretch of Central America with only 30 miles of land separating the Caribbean and Pacific Ocean. CNR covers over 1000 acres of primary and secondary lowland rainforest and harbors endangered wildlife such as ocelots, margays, crested curassows and harlequin frogs etc. The purpose of Cocobolo Nature Reserve is to primarily protect habitat for biodiversity while aiding local communities to develop local solutions for specific agricultural practices that increase wildlife habitat, food production and protect remaining forests simultaneously. The reserve, beyond acting as an important area for conservation of local wildlife also acts as an education center. School groups and local communities participate in educational activities throughout the year. In one area of the reserve CREA has set up an agricultural demonstration farm that shows ways in which agriculture can comply with local ecological systems. Up to date CREA now protects over 5000 acres of privately owned Tropical Forest as part of its own protected area network. CREA is now using this protected areas as nuclei from which it designs and implements community development strategies that provide greater stewardship of these protected areas through community understanding and development.

Transport there:
Geographically close to Panama City (approx 80 miles), the Cocobolo Nature Reserve is located in a rural area, accessible only by 4WD vehicles (see map below).  The drive to Cocobolo from Panama City takes between 3-5 hours depending on road conditions and other weather related variables.  It takes about an hour to get to the town of Chepo on the Pan-American highway, and from there about another hour into the mountains on a dirt/gravel/pot holed road until you reach the village of El Valle.  El Valle has two small stores and where the chiva (local transportation) that goes to Chepo picks up and drops off.  From there, the road becomes a bit rougher, crisscrossing the Mamoni River 4 times (no bridges) to reach the village of La Zahina (30 min car, 1.5 hour walk. 1 hour on horse).  From La Zahina, it takes another 30 min drive (1 hour walk), crossing the river 4 times again, to reach Cocobolo.  The neighbors are spread few and far between around the reserve so life is pretty quiet.  You can generally walk between villages without encountering another person.  
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The Communities:

The village of La Zahina is a one hour walk downriver from Cocobolo and consists of a one room school house (grades 1st-6th), a recently inaugurated health post (June 2009), a soccer field, and two stores (selling necessities such as: rice, oil, sugar, canned fish and cookies).  The community is loosely centered around the soccer field and has about 15 houses. There is no electricity in the village but there is running water that comes from a stream.  The village of Mamoni Arriba is located an hour walk upriver from Cocobolo and also has a small school, store, corrals, and a baseball field.  The houses are more spread out and hidden in Mamoni Arriba and it has a population slightly larger than La Zahina.

People are generally very friendly and generous, but can be timid at first and may rely on you to make the first acquaintance and break the ice.  They love to “porch sit” in the afternoons and tell stories and ask lots of questions about you and where you come from. The ability to speak Spanish is essential to build relationships with the local people and other coworkers on the reserve.

There are two hills within walking distance of Cocobolo (one in La Zahina, the other on a neighbor's property across the river) where you can usually get Mas Movil cell coverage (although it can be temperamental).  Otherwise there is no phone coverage nor internet access.

Adaptation:

Days begin bright and early and are filled with working on the organic demonstration farm, projects with the local farmers/community, or any other individual projects.  Motivation, self-organization and the ability to work independently while enjoying the tranquility and remoteness of the place will make the experience a great one. Nights are pretty tranquil consisting of reading in a hammock, conversation, games, or maybe a movie if you bring a computer (download). Most people find they're pretty tired after a day of work and go to sleep earlier than they normally would in the city.  Willingness to adapt to this unique  life-style is essential and includes the acceptance of certain intruding animals such as insects (beetles, cockroaches, spiders), scorpions, snakes and toads. They are generally not harmful, but being aware and acting with care is necessary.

Climate:

Hot and Humid!!  There is a theoretical dry season (summer; January-May) and rainy season (winter; June-December) in Panama, but weather in the Mamoni River valley seems to have a mind of its own and is very unpredictable. Generally temperatures are in the 80s during the day, and 70s at night.  It can be windy and cool in the evenings especially when there's a lot of rain.  Strong downpours in the afternoons lasting an hour or two are very common, and sometimes there can be consecutive days of downpours.  These downpours can cause the Mamoni River to flood limiting transportation/mobility and generally being a pain in the neck.

Interaction with farmers:

CREA is currently working with 8 farmers in the village of La Zahina as part of a project to “transition the Mamoni Valley into a sustainable landscape that balances the needs of wildlife and human livelihoods.” Current activities with the farmers include; making organic fertilizers/repellents, building seed beds, promoting crop diversification, reforesting pasture lands and generally just being around to provide advice or help find solutions to problems. (see CREA website for more information about current projects).

Daily tasks:

1. Working on the Cocobolo organic demonstration farm (weeding, planting, making compost, etc)

2. Activities with the community (visiting farmers, teaching classes, showing films/documentaries about the environment etc)

3. Assisting with ongoing CREA projects e.g. reforestation, biodiversity monitoring, pilot plots – see above

4. Individual projects

5. Keeping facilities clean (constant battle against the elements, cockroaches, and other critters)

Facilities:

· Large open-air hut with electricity provided by solar panels (care needs to be taken during long periods of cloud cover/rain when the panels can't recharge the batteries), hammocks, desk/table, chairs etc

· Kitchen with electricity, gas stove/oven, pots, plates, utensils etc, running water (piped from nearby stream - Previous volunteers have drunk the water straight from the tap without problems.)

· Sleeping hut for volunteers

· Two small open-air sleeping huts for visitors

· Two bathrooms with composting toilets, cold showers, sinks, and changing rooms

· Tents/mosquito nets/cots for sleeping

· Cocobolo is non-smoking

What to bring (or buy in Panama City):

In general, don't bring anything you're particularly attached to as things have a way of getting wet and growing mold over time. Buy things cheap in Panama City and then gift them to someone when you leave.

· Sheets, pillow, sleeping bag (it can be chilly at night)

· Towel

· Hat; preferably wide-brimmed

· Rubber boots - minimum mid-calf height (for protection from rogue snakes and crossing the river)

· Tall socks

· Long pants

· Clothes to get dirty/sweaty

· Sweatshirt for chilly nights

· Flip flops or Crocs etc

· Toiletries – (sunblock, hydro-cortisone cream, bug spray, band aids)

· Day pack

· Water bottle

· Head lamp or flashlight

· Rain coat (or be prepared to get wet)

· Ziploc bags 

· Toilet paper

· Detergent (to hand wash your laundry)

· FOOD (see below)

NB: People with health issues should be especially aware of the isolation of Cocobolo and bring all medicines/supplies they need with them.

Other Suggestions:

· Bathing suit for swimming in the river

· Mask/snorkel to explore the river

· Work gloves (blister prevention)

· Alarm clock

· Computer (for movies or music)

· CDs, DVD movies

· Games

· Photos from home to show new friends

· Books to read (there is a small collection)


Food suggestions:

There is no refrigeration, keep food in plastic containers to deter mice/cockroaches.
· rice, beans, lentils, pasta

· canned beans, tomatoes, mushrooms, other vegetables, tuna, pasta sauce

· powdered milk, coffee creamer

· coffee, tea, hot chocolate

· instant soup packets, noodles

· peanut butter/jam/margarine

· cereal, oats

· ultra-pasteurized long life milk

· bread

· eggs

· oil (olive and vegetable), balsamic vinegar

· salt, sugar, honey, spices

· potatoes, garlic, onions

· fresh vegetables and fruit

The Cocobolo organic garden is currently (August 2009) producing a variety of leafy greens, okra, yucca, plantains, spring onions, culantro, tabasco/habanero peppers and limes.

Facing north, Cocobolo Nature Reserve, roughly outlined in black, extends from the continental divide in the background to the Mamoni River in the foreground. 








Map 1. Protected areas in Panama, central region. Chagres National Park (green), Narganá Wilderness Area (orange) and the Mamoni Valley.Inset is CNR.
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