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(INS), the Ministry of Agriculture and Livestock Production (MAG), the National 
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Project summary: 

The National System of Conservation Areas (SINAC) of the Ministry of the 
Environment and Energy, the National Parks Foundation and the National Commission 
on Forest Fires (CONIFOR) organized the Panamerican Conference on Forest Fires for 
volunteer forest fire fighters in Costa Rica to come together and share their 
experiences.  
Representatives from the forest fire brigades, NGOs, cooperating organizations and 
others prepared and analyzed a sub-regional proposal and agreement for forest fire 
issues in the Americas. The conference was held on October 21-22 in San José, Costa 
Rica, within the context of the 23rd meeting of the Forest Commission for Latin 
America and the Caribbean (COFLAC) of the United Nations Food and Agriculture 



Organization (FAO). The latter was held on October 18 to 22, with forestry directors of 
the Americas who approved the proposal and some amendments.  
The work of volunteer forest fire fighters in Costa Rica and the involvement of civil 
society in the protection and conservation of natural resources was presented. This 
contributed to the development of a regional strategy for the management, 
prevention, and control of forest fires, fostering greater international support for this 
cause. And through this project, a training program was developed for volunteer forest 
fighters.  

Project objectives: 

• Support the participation of forest fire brigade leaders during the COFLAC meeting and 
in the Panamerican Conference on Forest Fires, to present how they, and civil society, 
is involved in the protection and conservation of natural resources.  

• At the Panamerican Conference on Forest Fires, present the experience of the Global 
Environment Facility’s Small Grants Program (SGP) for Costa Rica in the financing of 
the forest fire brigades as a mechanism for environmental protection and 
conservation.  

• Contribute to the establishment and development of a suitable coordination system 
that would allow effective action in forest fire prevention and control.  

• Foster environmental education in the communities to develop awareness about 
natural resource protection.  

Date project began: 

September 2004  

Expected duration (or date project was concluded): 

July, 2005 [Project has been concluded.]  

Principal funder(s): 

Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), United States (site); Global Fire Monitoring 
Center (GFMC), Regional (site); Nature Conservancy, The, United States (site); 
Programa de Pequeñas Donaciones (PPD), Costa Rica - Fondo para el Medio Ambiente 
Mundial (site); Sistema Nacional de Áreas de Conservación (SINAC), Costa Rica; US 
Agency for International Development (USAID), United States (site); Office of U.S. 
Foreign Disaster Assistance, Regional office for Latin America and the 
Caribbean(OFDA-LAC), USAID, (site).  

Current annual project budget: 

$46,000  

Principal accomplishments to date: 

• At the Panamerican Conference on Forest Fires:  
o Three volunteer forest fighters, leaders of the groups they represent, 

participated in the conference and exchanged experiences.  
o The work and the contribution that the SGP makes for the development of 

community initiatives for the protection, conservation, and sustainable use of 
natural resources and specifically, for strengthening volunteer forest fire 
groups was presented. (To see a list of related projects funded by the SGP, 
click here).  

o Created agreements for international cooperation in forest fire management on 
the American continent.  

o Created materials for use at the conference:  



 69 folders in English (50 pages each) and 69 in Spanish (60 pages 
each), for the meeting on Forest Fires.  

 103 folders, in Spanish, with a total of 60 pages each.  
 Reproduced 220 compact discs with all of the information and the 

presentations at the meeting and the conference.  
o Supported a series of priority national and international actions, such as:  

 Assessments of international cooperation for the sub-regions of South 
America, Mesoamerica, the Caribbean, and North America.  

 Recommendations for international cooperation in forest fire 
management for the sub-regions of South America, Mesoamerica, the 
Caribbean, and North America.  

 Developed the “San José Declaration on Panamerican Cooperation in 
Forest Fire Management.” This was the main outcome and the objective 
of the discussion.  

• In March 2005, during the meeting of the FAO Committee on Forestry, the Minister of 
the Environment and Energy also presented the results of the Conference and relevant 
aspects of the San José Declaration. One of the objectives of this meeting was to 
discuss and approve a global agreement on forest fire management.  

• Strenghtened two priority actions in the “Action Plan of the Forest Fire Brigades, 2005-
2008". They were identified during the execution of the Strengthening Forest Fire 
Brigades, Facilitating Opportunities for National Exchange and Analysis, Costa Rica 
project. Both were valuable opportunities developed for the first time in the country:  

o Designed and created identification cards for the volunteer forest fire fighters, 
in recognition of their work.  

o The US Office of Federal Disaster Assistance for Latin America and the 
Caribbean (OFDA/LAC), part of the United States Agency for International 
Development (USAID), demonstrated its interest in developing a training 
program for volunteer forest fire fighters. In coordination with that office, the 
following were determined:  

 The definition of a forest brigade.  
 The basic unit of the forest brigade as a squad with a chief and forest 

fire fighters.  
 The work context.  
 Requirements for the accreditation of a forest fire brigade.  
 Determination of training subject matter.  
 Identification of training needs. For the accreditation of a “Forest Fire 

Fighter”, the following training courses are recommended: Role of the 
volunteer and the environment, legislation, fighting forest fires, first 
aid, a basic incident command system, fire prevention, use of 
chainsaws and ropes, land orientation, effective use and management 
of water, and a year-round physical training program. 

Anticipated accomplishments for the next year: 

• The project is concluded.  

Project monitoring and evaluation methodology: 

The national action plan for strengthening volunteer groups, and the work plans of 
CONIFOR and the National Technical Committee (COTENA) were reviewed and 
validated.  
Outreach and awareness-raising mechanisms for institutional hierarchies were 
established to support the implementation of project results and the resulting project 
plans.  
The necessary coordination, execution, and collaborations to execute the national 
action plan for the brigades were incorporated into the operation plans of CONIFOR, 
SINAC, and COTENA.  



Lessons learned from at least one year's work on this project: 

• The profile of forest fire fighters needs to be raised and they need recognition. We 
need to provide information to civil society about the role and the importance of the 
forest fire fighter.  

• The national fire management structure needs strengthening with the incorporation of 
volunteers.  

• Costa Rica has trained volunteer groups with experience in forest fire prevention 
throughout the nation, mainly in areas where there is greater risk of forest fires.  

• Forest fire fighters are the first responders to a forest fire, but they have little 
knowledge about responding to emergencies.  

• Training programs need to be analyzed, modified, and expanded so that in the future, 
forest fire training can be certified and professionalized.  

• Training occurs in response to need with very little planning. An annual training 
program for SINAC should be developed. Training targeted to leaders of the volunteer 
groups should be established and knowledge before and after training should be 
measured.  

• Personal safety tools and implements are lacking.  
• A local, regional, and national organizational structure that combines, identifies, and 

strengthens the work of the volunteer fire fighter groups needs to be created.  
• SINAC should keep a complete record of the volunteer forest fire fighters.  
• Since 1998, Costa Rica has had a basic accident insurance policy through the National 

Insurance Institute (INS), which protects on average more than 750 people per year 
in forest fire prevention and control tasks.  

• Actions that would help COTENA and CONIFOR facilitate the effective participation of 
volunteer groups need to be identified and implemented.  

• Work procedures and protocols, formal requirements, and group commitments need to 
be developed.  

Other Web sites that have further information about this project: 

• www.sirefor.go.cr/brigadas.html 
Web site of the National Forest Resources System with information about the work of 
the forest fire brigades within Costa Rica’s fire management program. In Spanish.  

Available reports and studies related to this project: 

Information not available.  

Project conclusions: 

• Project results offer valuable input for the evaluation and updating of the national 
strategy for fire management in Costa Rica, which identifies and establishes the 
mechanisms for the accreditation of volunteer forest fire fighters.  

• The project had several results that are of national and international significance, 
including:  

o Experience exchanges.  
o The participation of leaders of the volunteer forest fire brigades.  
o The creation of identification cards.  
o A training program proposal including recognition and certification of volunteer 

forest fire fighters.  
• Training needs and minimum requirements for the accreditation of volunteer forest fire 

fighters were identified.  
• The various national entities train brigades should become united. Directives and 

guidelines for training forest fire fighters need to be established.  
• Training courses for the accreditation of forest fire fighters should be standardized and 

homogenized. SINAC instructors should be accredited for this.  



• Training and certification of the people who conduct the training courses creates civil 
responsibility.  

• Different capacities are needed for the comprehensive response involved in responding 
to forest fire emergencies and preventive actions.  

Information obtained at: 

• http://www.eco-index.org/search/results.cfm?projectID=918 

 

 
 


