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cocobolo news

editorial
By Michael Roy,

Founder and Executive Director

What waste is doing to our health

In this issue we bring to your attention the 
very pressing issue of the relationship 
between the environment and human 
health. There are tens of thousands of 
small villages around the developing world 
whose inhabitants are suffering severe 
consequences of the contamination they 
produce. As developing countries gain more 
access to modern gadgets with packaging 
packed full of heavy metals, toxic chemicals 
and radioactivity,  contamination is building 
up to critical levels.  In Las Zahinas, a village 
of 120 people which borders Cocobolo 
Nature Reserve, CREA volunteers 
conducted a clean up of batteries from a 
stream and, in one location alone collected 
over 100 batteries that had been used for 
flashlights and radios. This is the river 
where we see young children play during 
school recess, women wash their clothes 

and people bring their livestock to drink. 
The toxic heavy metals such as cadmium 
and mercury from these batteries cause 
cancer, brain defects and fetal 
abnormalities to name a few.

We see a similar thing happening with 
plastic bags, even in the remotest of 
villages. Around Cocobolo Nature Reserve 
discarded plastic bags often find 
themselves being swept downstream by 

the Mamoni River. The Mamoni River feeds 
into one of the largest Mangrove systems 
in Panama whose lattice like root system 
eagerly await the nutrients brought to them 
by the flowing river. However, now the river 
brings not only nutrients but toxic chemical 
pollutants from farmland and villages and 
plastic bags that suffocate the roots. 
Mangroves have been shown to be vitally 
important to marine fish stocks since they 
act as nurseries for fish fry. Some  bags 
make it to the sea. Here they will kill 
plankton, small invertebrates and fish that 
feed on plastic fragments.  Often they  
suffocate  larger sea animals like turtles 
that swallow them. 

No matter where we live the contamination 
produced by villages like Las Zahinas 
affects US, and OUR contamination affects 
them. Our environmental health is our own 
health and CREA is doing all it can to help 
these often forgotten remote villages of the 
Mamoni Valley to clean up their 
environment. 
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Even the remotest of villages are 

contaminated by toxic packaging and 

villagers often do not know why they 

are afflicted by strange illnesses
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Waste management crucial for villages

Many community members in 
Panama see waste management as a 
critical health issue. CREA and the 
community of Las Zahinas are now 
designing and implementing an 
improved system of waste 
management as a pilot project 
which we hope to extend to other 
communities in the region. Of 
particular concern are old non-
rechargeable batteries commonly 
used in flashlights and radios that 
are currently being thrown in rivers 
and streams, where people drink, 
wash clothes and play, causing 
potentially severe health and 
environmental problems. CREA is 
currently looking for donations of 
wind-up radios and flashlights to 
help us transition this community to 
a “battery-free” community. 

New health post in Las Zahinas

In May 2008, CREA successfully 
lobbied the Ministry of Health to 
build a rural health center in Las 
Zahinas to which they have 
committed $7000. CREA and the 
community of Las Zahinas have 
also promised to provide cash and 
in-kind contributions to the health 
post project which is due to begin 
this month. 

CREAÕs new Þeld coordinator

Iglesias Rodriguez joins the CREA 
team to head up our field efforts in 
reforestation and sustainable 
agricultural training. Iglesias has a 
strong background in rural 
community projects and in 
commercial forestry enterprises. 
We welcome Iglesias to CREA and 
look forward to a successful effort 
ahead. 

from  Cocobolo nature reserve
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At the end of April, illegal 

loggers were caught felling 

old trees on the most recently 

acquired part of the Cocobolo 

Nature Reserve.  The 

Cocobolo staff were alerted to 

the fact when they heard 

chainsaws in the distance and 

upon investigation discovered 

a group of loggers who 

insisted they had permission 

from the previous landowner 

to fell and use the trees.  The 

situation was resolved before 

many trees has been cut down 

thanks to the quick thinking 

and action of CREA’s field 

supervisor Joel Gonzalez.  

It is because of  CREA’s 

Rainforest Guardian 

Campaign that people like 

Joel are able to be employed to 

take care of the reserve and 

maintain good relations with 

the surrounding communities.  

The money raised through this 

campaign means similar 

incidents can be detected and 

reported to the authorities. 

Help us to intensify the 

protection and management of 

the Reserve by becoming a 

Rainforest Guardian and 

encourage your friends to do 

likewise. View this link to find 

out how:

http://www.cocobolonaturereserve.org)

Illegal logging is a problem in 

many parts of the world and 

government corruption, lax 

laws, powerful business 

interests, and population 

pressure all take their toll.

Confronting the loggers
Cocobolo staff like Joel, pictured on the right in the cap, need to deal 
with difÞcult situations which may arise on the reserve.  ThatÕs why 
when someone donates and becomes a Rainforest Guardian, they help 
him to do his job.

http://www.cocobolonaturereserve.org
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Health Advice for the Community

Since January, Danielle Gugolz 
and Becky Cridford (at right) have 
been volunteering with CREA. 
Based at Cocobolo Nature Reserve, 
Danielle and Becky work together 
with CREA staff and community 
members. Danielle, from 
Switzerland, is a graduate in 
biology from the University of 
Zurich, while Becky is a registered 
nurse in the UK. Through health 
education and environmental 
awareness activities, local 
communities are learning how to 
address their most common 
medical problems, and about the 
important interaction between the 
environment and their health. 

Looking for Volunteers

CREA is currently looking for more 
volunteers who are interested in 
spending at least three months at 
Cocobolo.  Education, health, and 
agriculture are amongst the skills 
that we are looking for, but we’re 
open to any ability that you think 
could be of benefit to our local 
communities.

Our sustainable farmstead also needs 
greenfingers and creative folk to care 
for it.  You can send an email to: 
admin@crea-panama.org

Hands-on Experience

Everyone pitches in to keep 
Cocobolo running.  Life on a 
sustainable farm can be a 
tremendously rewarding 
experience, and it’s a little bit 
different every day.

in praise of our volunteers

CREA offers a number of opportunities to do volunteer work with us in Panama.

mailto:admin@crea-panama.org
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FROM THE PROJECTS 

Two students of McGill University 
in Canada, Zachary Anglin and 
Lauren Lallemand researched the 
cultivation and commercialization 
process of cash crop farming in the 
Mamoni Valley. As part of their 
undergraduate thesis, supervised 
by CREA and professors from 
McGill, the students undertook a 
cost-benefit analysis of coriander 
culantro farming, the most 
important (but highly destructive) 
agricultural cash crop in the area 
around Cocobolo Nature Reserve. 
Their results shed new light on the 
commercial incentives for farming 
of this crop and allow us a means 
of intervention aimed at 
improving the sustainability of the 
culantro farming. 

After having slashed and burned the forest, 

this farmer has planted culantro. The soil will 

likely become exhausted in two years and the 

farmer will need to move to another patch of 

forest.

 

GIS research in
full swing

Cocobolo continues to be the 
center of attention for Sun 

Microsystem’s Sun Spot 

project.  Sun Spots are 
micro-sensors that can 
gather environmental data 
and send it wirelessly to 
each other and to online 
computers for analysis and 
internet upload. CREA and 
Warren Wilson College of 
North Carolina are working 
together to employ Sun 
Spots to record vital data on 
the tropical environment as 
part of CREA’s project to 
create a Geographical 
Information System map of 
Cocobolo Nature Reserve.  
The GIS data will enable 
CREA to undertake cutting-
edge research on human 
impact and change in 
tropical rainforests.  
Cocobolo is the only tropical 
forest site currently being 
tested for use with this 
technology.  Earlier this year, 
the Silicon Valley chapter of 
Engineers without Borders 
decided to make CREA their 
very first project, which 
involves bringing internet to 
the field station.

Watershed project 
comes to successful 
close
In April, the project on 
Sustainable Land Use 

Planning in the Panama 

Canal Watershed was 
successfully completed with 
the presentation of the 
sustainable land-use plan to 
the Panama Canal Authority 
and the funding agency, the 
Natura Foundation.  The 
project, which was carried out 
in conjunction with CATIE, 
the Center for Tropical 
Agriculture and Research, in 
Costa Rica, started in 
February 2007 and worked in 
three distinct areas of the 
canal watershed together with 
local community-based 
organizations.

New grant to protect 
land
The World Conservation 

Union– Netherlands 

Committee announced in 
February the approval of 
CREA’s request for funding to 
purchase 125 acres of land to 
increase the size of Cocobolo 
Nature Reserve, in recognition 
of its global importance for 
biodiversity.  This land was 
under threat from cattle 
ranchers who had plans to cut 
down the trees and convert the 
forest to pasture.

Dr. David Abernathy and Dr. Michael Roy
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Fuel the Mules

Benedict and Miles Noel, from Perth, 
Australia, will cycle around Iceland 
this August to raise money for 
Cocobolo Nature Reserve. Help them 
in their endeavor by sponsoring an 
acre of rainforest in their name. 

You can sponsor them directly from 
any of these links 

Australia :
http://www.mycause.com.au/Fuel the 
Mules in Iceland

US:
http://www.firstgiving.com/
fuelthemules 

UK:
http://www.mycharitypage.com/
themules

Scholarship for Young Girls

With the support of the Marvelwood 

School (Connecticut, USA) CREA has 

been able to offer scholarships to 

three students from the remote village 

of Las Zahinas allowing them to 

attend secondary school. This 

scholarship, the first of its kind to be 

given to children in this area, is aimed 

primarily at young girls, who 

otherwise would leave school at age 

12 and are often married with their 

firstborn by 14. Many studies show 

that, compared to their peers, women 

who attend high school have fewer 

children and are more likely to 

become part of a family that earns a 

greater income, has better health, and 

has children who will also attain 

higher standards of education.

Heal the World

Zoe Tatarsky, a 7th grade student at 
Gideon Hausner Jewish Day School 
in Palo Alto, California, raised money 
for CREA as part of a school project, 
“Avodah L’Olam” or “Work for the 
World”. On May 29th, during a 
ceremony to celebrate the students' 
work, Zoe presented CREA's Director 
of Development, Anita Roy, with a 
check for $1370.

Zoe and her family visited the CREA 
field station at the Cocobolo Nature 
Reserve in 2006 and enjoyed learning 
about CREA’s work with local 
communities to halt deforestation. We 
hope that Zoe may inspire more 
school students to become involved.

campaigns and fundraising
From cycling around Iceland to a school project in California
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The paca (Cuniculus paca), 

also known as the potted 

paca or conejo pintado 

(“painted rabbit” in 

Spanish), is a large rodent 

found in tropical and sub-

tropical America, from East-

Central Mexico to Paraguay. 

An adult paca weighs 

between six and 12 kg. It 

has two litters per year, 

each with one or two 

young.  Gestation lasts 115–

120 days. Pacas are sexually 

mature at about 1 year. 

South American rodents are 

distinct from their old 

world counterparts, having 

evolved separately in South 

America for about 25-35 

million years. Many South 

American rodents are large, 

the size of small deer ( or 

even pigs in the case of the 

capybara). In the picture 

above you can see a conejo 

pintado caught on an infra 

red camera placed by the 

water’s edge in Cocobolo 

Nature Reserve.  The photo 

below is courtesy of 

mongabay.com

The Painted Rabbit
This Conejo Pintado, as it is commonly known in Panama, was captured by 
one of the infrared cameras set up in Cocobolo
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