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Costa Rica youth explore conservation in GYE
Ecology Project International facilitates local Montana exchange

August 4, 2009 YELLOWSTONE – A group of high school youth from Costa Rica have 
arrived in Montana, ready to explore. They begin their journey in Paradise Valley, and 
move through Yellowstone National Park and neighboring towns. These youth are not 
simply tourists of the GYE, but students taking on conservation in partnership with the 
USFS Gardiner District through Ecology Project International (EPI).

EPI partners scientists with local and international students at several ecologically 
fragile environments worldwide including Costa Rica, the Galapagos Islands, Mexico, 
and Yellowstone, with the mission to improve and inspire science education and 
conservation efforts worldwide through field-based student-scientist partnerships. 
Since its inception in 2000, this is the very first time EPI has facilitated an exchange 
with their students from Latin America in its Yellowstone Ecology Program.

While in the GYE, these students, as well as local Montana youth, will aid biologists 
and researchers in conservation projects. Specifically, EPI participants assist with 
several USFS research projects, such as monitoring bears and wolves, measuring aspen 
and whitebark pine trees, and building and repairing wolverine traps.  During these 
projects, youth learn about science through hands-on work, explore the natural 
history of the area, and come to understand ecological ties between animals, plants, 
landscapes, and people of the area.

In addition to working on various research projects with the USFS, students join 
conservation efforts at the Sun Ranch Institute, removing fence line to restore 
migration corridors for elk and other creatures. The Sun Ranch occupies 26,000 acres 
of ranch land in the Madison Valley west of Yellowstone National Park and is 
important habitat for migrating wildlife. The Sun Ranch attempts to continue ranching 
practices while minimizing negative impact on wildlife and the environment. 

While in Montana, the Costa Rica students will also have the chance to experience 
true Montana summer fun - whitewater rafting in the Alberton Gorge and partaking in 
good ol’ barbeques. Students from Gardiner and Cooke City will participate in similar 
activities, and finish their trip with an exchange day with their Costa Rica peers. During 
this time, students will learn about each other’s culture and share with each other 
what they have learned. Missoula families will open their homes to host the Costa Rica 
students for two nights before their return to Costa Rica.



For Costa Rica students, this is the first time they have been able to travel abroad and 
discover animals and plants very different from those in their tropical rainforests. 
Most of these students come from rural towns and have limited chances to travel, due 
to lack of financial means. This is also a rare opportunity to learn outside the 
classroom; most students learn entirely from copying information from a board, during 
a teacher’s lecture, or directly from a textbook.

Montana students realize that their backyard is actually pretty unique, and by 
learning more about the ecology of the area and seeing how their international peers 
are excited by it, become connected to the land and animals in a way they never have 
before. This motivates them to consider their impacts where they live. Participants are 
also exposed to many types of land managers of the GYE: public agencies, private land 
owners, and conservation organizations. This helps them acquire a broader 
understanding of the many conservation issues in the GYE, and hopefully, be the future 
stewards of the land.

For more information about EPI’s work in Montana and abroad, go to 
www.ecologyproject.org, call (406) 721-8784, or email EPI at 
info@ecologyproject.org. 
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