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WELCOME TO THE PROGRAM!

Welcome! 

Thank you for your interest in participating in the Macaw Conservation volunteer program! 

You have chosen a great time to get involved! Our rescue, rehabilitation and release center in the 

Osa Peninsula is still relatively new, and so there is a lot of varied work to do for volunteers as we 

expand the facilities to be able to rescue more injured birds and illegally-kept pets.  

You will also meet lots of new people, have time to explore the pristine wilderness of the Osa 

Peninsula, and have the opportunity to immerse yourself in genuine Costa Rican culture. 

This manual is intended to introduce you to the nature of the work at the program and provide you 

with some practical information that we hope will be of use to you prior to your arrival.  

We can’t wait to welcome you to the team! 

Who should you contact? 

For all volunteer enquiries and logistical support in Costa Rica, please contact:  

Chris Castles
Whatsapp / Telephone: +506 8379 4339 Email:

chris@macawconservation.org

To discover more, and find out how you, your friends and your family can support our rescue and 

rehabilitation center, please visit: 

+506 8379 4339

chris@macawconservation.org

facebook.com/macawconservation 

youtube.com/c/macawconservation 
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WHAT DO WE DO?

What do we do? 

Macaw Conservation is dedicated to the conservation and sustainable recuperation of Scarlet Macaw 

and Great Green Macaw populations throughout Central America. Through a combination of 

community engagement, environmental education, forest restoration, captive breeding and soft 

release techniques, our work promotes the reintegration of these species into the wild.  

We’ve been operating rescue, rehabilitation and release centers throughout Costa Rica for over 13 

years, including at Punta Islita in Guanacaste, and Punta Uva on the Caribbean coast. Our South 

Pacific center is located in the Osa Peninsula – home to at least 1200 wild Scarlet Macaws – and 

rehabilitates both injured birds and provides a sanctuary for rescued birds that were illegally kept as 

pets. The center also operates a breeding program using birds that would not be able to survive if 

released into the wild. Their offspring are carefully reared in captivity to prepare them for life in the 

wild and then released at specially-selected sites along the Pacific coast to help restore lost 

populations. 

The Rescue and Rehabilitation Center 

The South Pacific center has existed since 2015 but has only recently begun to grow in capacity 

thanks to generous support from hotels and private donors. Facilities currently include a release 

aviary, a handful of hospital cages and eight aviaries suitable for housing breeding pairs. The center 

also has a tiny clinic facility with an emergency cage, and some smaller cages for injured parakeets.   

With your support, Macaw Conservation hopes to continue to expand capacity at the rescue center 

and one day open a sanctuary and education center to the public.  

Chris working with a macaw A Scarlet Macaw eating papaya Scarlet Macaws after release 

Volunteers working in the clinic, helping to rescue and rehabilitate injured wild birds 
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WHO ARE WE?

Meet the team running the program 

Chris Castles | President 

Chris started breeding parrots when he was just seven years old and bred 
several native and non-native species in his home country of New Zealand. 
Specializing in psittacines, Chris worked at both Auckland Zoo and 
Wellington Zoo, before moving to Costa Rica in 2003 to work with Amigos 
de las Aves. In 2009 he founded the Avifauna Reintroduction Alliance (ARA) 
project, hand-raising and releasing over 200 macaws at sites around the 
country, including Punta Islita, Punta Uva and Punta Banco. In 2010 he led 
the world’s first ever release of captive-bred Great Green Macaws into the 
wild. Chris set up the new rescue center in the Osa Peninsula in 2015, 
before co-founding Macaw Conservation in 2017. 

. 
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Founded in 1989 and formally incorporated in 1999 by CEO, Marc 
Johnson and Executive Director, Karen Windsor, Foster Parrots, Ltd.  is 
the largest parrot rescue organization in the northeast United States and 
one of the most well-respected  avian rescue and welfare organizations 
in the country.  The desire of the founders to also protect the freedom of 
wild parrots and preserve natural habitat led them to pursue an 
ambitious project in the South American country of Guyana in 2005.  
Here they established a village-based eco-tourism effort that has been 
successful in providing protection for wildlife and support for the 
conservation efforts of Guyana’s indigenous Amerindians.

In 2014 Foster Parrots, Ltd. and Chris Castles joined together in a 
partnership to carry on Chris’ important work in Costa Rica and to 
establish a new breed and release program on the Osa Peninsula. Land 
was purchased to anchor the project and the first aviaries were 
completed in 2015.

In 2007 Foster Parrots established the New England Exotic Wildlife 
Sanctuary on 15 acres of rural land in Hope Valley, Rhode Island.  This 
facility now serves as the permanent sanctuary arm of the organization 
and a regional resource for Humane Education and avian/exotics 
services.  Nearly 400 parrots, representing over 50 different parrot 
species, currently reside at the NEEWS.

Marc Johnson & Karen Windsor| Foster Parrots Ltd. 



WHERE YOU WILL BE LIVING

The Osa Peninsula  

The Osa Peninsula is one of the most biologically diverse places on the planet and contains around 

2.5% of the world’s species crammed into an area the size of New York City! The Corcovado National 

Park, which takes up a third of the peninsula, is the crown jewel in Costa Rica’s park system and is 

home to more than 500 species of trees, 140 species of mammals, 370 species of birds, 120 

amphibians and reptiles, and more than 6000 species of insect and butterfly. At least 25 dolphin and 

whale species and four species of sea turtles can be spotted in the waters around the peninsula, and 

its forests provide habitat for the largest remaining population of wild Scarlet Macaws in the world.  

Food & Accommodation 

Accommodation is in mixed dorms with private bathrooms, based at Corcovado Beach Lodge next 

door to the office of Macaw Conservation in Puerto Jiménez. Alternatively, volunteers can opt to stay 

in a homestay house with a local family in the town (subject to availability). Both options include 

three meals a day and can cater for specific dietary requirements (such as vegetarian, vegan, gluten-

free etc).  

Wi-Fi internet is provided in the mixed dorm accommodation; most homestay houses, however, do 

not have WiFi. There is no ‘grid’ electricity, cell phone reception nor WiFi internet at the rescue 

center. It is simple to buy a Costa Rican sim card (we recommend Kolbi) when you arrive, which will 

provide you with internet access wherever there is reception. 

Puerto J iménez 

Puerto Jiménez is the largest and most developed town in the Osa Peninsula and has banks with 

ATM machines, supermarkets, bars, restaurants, souvenir shops, a post office, an airport and a 

number of other amenities. The town is safe and friendly, with plenty of safe swimming beaches and 

a relaxed backpacker vibe. Several organizations are based in the town and there is lots of 

opportunity to meet and mingle with volunteers from other programs in the area. 

We’ve set up a social network for volunteers in the area, called Osa Volunteers, which can be found 

on Facebook, and we will invite you to the Whatsapp group when you arrive too, so that you don’t 

miss out on any tours, excursions or social events going on in town during your stay. 

The diner at the lodge The dorms at the lodge A typical shared dorm room 
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WORKING CONDITIONS

Working Conditions & Requirements 

All volunteers should be at least 18 years of age. English is required and Spanish is very helpful, even 

if basic. The program offers Spanish classes to volunteers both before and during their stay - see 

below to find out how to sign up for these classes. 

A strong interest in conservation is required, as is good team work spirit and flexibility. You should 

also be in good health, relatively fit and happy to ride a bicycle. Weather conditions can be extreme 

(sun, humidity and heavy rain) depending on the time of year that you come to work. In general, the 

weather is dry and hot from January through April, then hot and humid with daily showers for the 

rest of the year. The wet season peaks in September and October, when there can be non-stop rain 

and localized flooding for days at time. It’s important that you bring a hat, boots, sun block and 

insect repellent, and that you take sensible precautions to avoid dehydration and sun stroke during 

your stay. 

Arr ival and Orientation 

Although we are flexible with end dates, we ask that all volunteers arrive in Puerto Jiménez on a 

Saturday. Orientation takes places in Puerto Jiménez on Sundays, and work begins at the center on 

Mondays. Volunteers work from 4-6 hours daily from Monday to Friday at the center. Weekends are 

free, although an optional excursion, tour or social event is generally offered every Saturday.   

Activities 

At the center you will be working under the supervision of a member of Macaw Conservation staff 

throughout your time at the program. Activities include: 

 Cleaning and maintaining cages and aviaries

 Feeding birds (up to 3 times a day)

 Collecting bird food around the beach and property (seeds, fruits etc.)

 Going on bird rescue missions with staff

 Helping to release rehabilitated birds

 Helping with community projects and environmental education events

 Helping in the office with social media, research and data management.

A snorkeling and dolphin tour The colectivo bus The harbor at Puerto Jiménez 
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WORKING CONDITIONS

Local Transportation 

Since you’ll be living in Puerto Jimenez, you’ll be traveling to the center from Monday to Friday using 

the local ‘colectivo’ bus. The colectivo leaves the town center at 6am every day and will drop you off 

at the entrance to the center property at around 6:30am. From there it’s a short walk along a dirt 

road to the rescue center. You’ll find that volunteers working at other programs in the area also use 

the colectivo to get around, and it’s a fun experience living the life of local traveling to and from 

work on the bumpy road! The bus fees are included in the price for volunteering at the program.  

At the center, you’ll be working all morning usually until around lunch time, after which you’ll receive 

either a ride back into town by Macaw Conservation staff, or you’ll catch the colectivo bus back again 

as it returns to Puerto Jiménez. The afternoons are usually free, unless there is a special activity 

planned, or you decide to add on some Spanish classes (see below).  

Tours and Free Time 

We know that volunteers come not only to work but also to discover the incredible nature of the Osa 

Peninsula, and the program offers unforgettable tours and activities, such as yoga, kayaking, 

snorkeling, dolphin and/or whale watching trips, trekking in the national park, community-based 

rural tours, zip-lining and much more. All tours can be arranged by the program once you arrive.  

Spanish Classes 

Vir tual 

We offer virtual Spanish classes via Skype with own very own expert Spanish teacher, Isabel, which 

can be taken anywhere in the world where there is an internet connection! Isabel has over 30 years 

of experience teaching Spanish, including for the US, Canadian and Japanese Peace Corps; the 

Norwegian Embassy; and the Institute for Central American Studies (ICADS). Many volunteers take 

advantage of these classes pre-arrival in order to get some basic vocab and phrases under their belt,  

and often continue both during and after their stay. Classes last 1 hour, and a book of exercises is 

included in the price. We highly recommend Isabel and her tried-and-tested virtual classes! 

Classroom 

Spanish classes are available in Puerto Jiménez too, with our wonderful local teacher, Lea. Lea is 

totally bilingual and has years of experience working at the private English-language school, 

Corcovado School, in Puerto Jiménez. Classes last one hour and generally take place in the mornings, 

so you will need to flip over to working afternoon shifts at the center on those days, or simply take 

your classes at the weekend during your free time. 

Prices, for either virtual or classroom classes (in US Dollars): 

$20 per class 

$17 per class (when you purchase 10 or more classes) 
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HOW TO GET HERE

How to Get Here 

Multiple airlines fly to San José, Costa Rica, via the United States, including United, American Airlines 

and Delta. From Europe, British Airways, Iberia and Condor all fly to San José either directly or with a 

short stopover. 

The San José international airport is called Juan Santamaria, code SJO, and is actually based in the 

city of Alajuela (30 mins drive from the capital, San José). You may need to stay in Alajuela or San 

José for your first and last nights, depending on your international flight times.  

Alajuela is convenient for the airport, just 5 minutes away by taxi ($6); San Jose is more convenient 

for catching the bus to Puerto Jiménez and other destinations around the country. We recommend 

the following hostels: 

La juela Hostel www.lajuelahostel.com, Telephone: +506 2221 4631. 

A quiet and very well presented hostel, with clean shared dorms and private rooms and a central 

location in Alajuela. Includes the best breakfast in town. 

Hostel Bekuo www.hostelbekuo.com, Telephone: +506 2234 1091. 

A funky and cozy favorite in the safe and convenient area of Los Yoses in San José. The staff are 

super helpful and the hostel has tons of backpacker info and facilities, including a pool table, lounge, 

kitchen and garden. 

Hostel Shakti www.hostelshakti.com, Telephone: +506 2221 4631 

A hidden gem right in the center of San José, just two blocks south of the artisan souvenirs market 

and central avenue. Tidy and homely private rooms and dorms, lovely staff, and an excellent 

vegetarian restaurant just downstairs. A tranquil, relaxing spot. 

Travelling between San José and Puerto Jiménez 

By Bus  By Plane 

Duration: 8 hours Duration: 40 minutes 

Cost: $15 Cost: $90-$150 

From San José, take the 8:00am bus to Puerto 

Jiménez from outside Terminal Transportes 

Blanco Address: Antigua Terminal de buses San 

Carlos, corner of calle 12 and avenida 9, San 

José.  

The bus terminates in Puerto Jiménez at around 

4:00pm, where you will be met by a member of 

staff to take you to your accommodation. 

For the return journey to San José, buses leave 

Puerto Jiménez at 5:00am and 9:00am daily. 

Sansa flies daily from San José to Puerto Jiménez, 

and low prices can be found if you book early:  

You can book online at: http://www.flysansa.com/ 

Please check with the airlines for departure times 

as these vary throughout the year. 

A member of staff will meet you at the airport in 

Puerto Jiménez and take you to your  

accommodation. 
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WHAT TO BRING

What to bring 

Clothing: You will generally live in shorts and t-shirts in the day as it is so hot, and it’s wise to assume 

that whatever you wear to work will become pretty dirty and ragged by the end of your stay.  You will 

really only need one warm sweater or hoodie for when you are in San José / Alajuela, or for 

occasional cooler nights in the Osa Peninsula. 

Footwear: Sandals or flip-flops are ideal for wearing around town, but a sturdy pair of shoes or boots 

is recommended for working at the center and for going on treks and excursions.  

Poncho: A waterproof jacket or poncho is a must in Costa Rica during the rainy season, and it can 

rain at any time from May through December. 

Insect repellent: You will need it, and you should bring plenty as it is expensive in the Osa Peninsula. 

Medicine: If you are taking any specific medication, including those for asthma or allergies, please 

ensure that you bring enough for the duration of your stay. There is an extensive medical kit 

available at the program, but you should bring your own personal kit to use too. Please note that 

there is no malaria in the region and no special vaccinations are required to visit Costa Rica. Visit 

http://www.fitfortravel.nhs.uk/destinations/central-america/costa-rica.aspx for more details.  

Other recommended items: Sun hat, sun block, sun glasses, headlamp, water bottle, camera / cell 

phone, a photocopy of your passport, a small backpack for excursions, and Ziplock-type plastic bags 

or folding dry bags, which are great to protect your stuff during the rainy season.  

Note: you will find it much easier to travel in Costa Rica with a backpack instead of a suitcase! 

Collecting beach almonds Constructing new aviaries Preparing fruits, nuts and seeds 

Chris receiving an injured macaw Volunteers cleaning an aviary A volunteer feeding the macaws 
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MONEY, VISA AND INSURANCE

Money 

The national currency of Costa Rica is the Colón. At the time of writing the exchange rate was  

USD$ 1 = 560 colones. 

Colones  US Dollars  ($)  Euros  (€)  Pounds (£)  

1000 1.75 1.40 1.25 

5000 8.75 7.00 6.25 

10000 17.50 14.00 12.50 

20000 35.00 28.00 25.00 

50000 87.50 70.00 62.50 

US dollars are accepted everywhere and most places also accept debit and credit cards, but it’s a 

good idea to have some local currency in cash too, especially when paying for local tours. You can 

either decide to bring US dollars and change them at a bank in Puerto Jiménez, which will give you a 

better exchange rate than in your home country, or you can simply withdraw colones from an ATM 

machine, for which your bank will probably charge you a small fee. 

Visa Information 

To work as a volunteer at the project, you need only have a tourist visa. Most North American and 

European nationals automatically receive a 90-day visa upon entering the country and are not 

required to obtain one in advance. Nationals from several South American countries, however, are 

required to obtain a tourist visa from the Costa Rican embassy in their country prior to arrival.  

Upon entering the country it is likely that immigration officials will ask you to present an exit ticket 

out of the country, and often your airline will not let you board the flight to Costa Rica without one. 

Many volunteers who come to the program are on vacation and, as such, are able to produce a 

return ticket; but many are backpackers entering via land borders and may have no firm plans. We 

have had varied experiences at land borders; however, officially you must present a print out of a 

ticket of onward travel within 90 days. 

If you plan to stay in Costa Rica for more than 90 days we recommend that you simply take a short 

trip to nearby Panama at the end of this period. You need only leave Costa Rica for a few hours, after 

which you will be able to come back over the border and obtain another 90-day visa. In principle it’s  

possible to continue doing this indefinitely. Please don’t ever try to overstay your visa in Costa Rica!  

Travel Insurance 

It is mandatory that volunteers who participate in our program have their own travel insurance that 

provides basic medical assistance throughout the entirety of their stay at the program. Although 

emergency procedures and evacuation plans are in place, the program cannot be responsible for any 

costs incurred for medical treatment or emergency evacuation of volunteers. You will be required to 

sign a declaration to this effect upon arrival at the center before any work can take place.  
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CODE OF CONDUCT

Code of Conduct 

Unlike many other volunteer programs around the world, we have tried to avoid a long list of 

restrictive rules and instead place trust in the common sense of the individuals participating in the 

program. While we aim to empower volunteers to make independent decisions in this way, it is  

important to be aware of the below safety considerations: 

Health and safety 

1. There is an extensive first aid kit at the center; however, we recommend that you also bring your

own. Be prepared to treat general cuts and bruises, but also allergic reactions and sunburn.

Consider bringing rehydration (electrolyte) sachets, and maybe hydrocortisone cream and/or

antihistamines in case you discover you are allergic to something here.

2. Always wear sun protection, since the sun is very strong in Costa Rica, and always drink plenty

of water. Sun stroke is the most common problem that volunteers encounter.

3. Please notify staff if you suffer from any medical conditions or allergies, if you require any

specific medical attention during your stay, or if you are physically incapacitated in any way that

may restrict what work you can do (poor eyesight, difficulty in walking long distances etc).

4. We recommend that you wear appropriate footwear at all times. Sturdy shoes or boots are

required when working at the center.

5. Please take care when swimming in the sea. Crocodiles and caimans are known to live in the

area, although they generally stay away from humans. Never enter any water systems (rivers,

lagoons, sea) without checking with a member of staff whether it is safe to do so.

6. Do not touch any plants or animals in the jungle that you are not familiar with, and always wear

a headlamp when walking around at night so that you don’t step on anything unfriendly.

7. Take care when using tools such as hammers, saws, machetes etc. Treat construction sites with

respect, and always wear appropriate footwear and protective clothing when necessary.

8. A macaw’s beak can apply around 700psi of pressure! Don’t tempt their curiosity by putting

your fingers anywhere near their beaks, and never attempt to handle a bird unless under the

direction and supervision of a member of staff.

9. Never enter an aviary without permission from a member of staff. If there are breeding pairs

present, the breeding aviaries are off-limits to volunteers.

10. Take care not to bump into electric fences. They are there to deter small mammals and are not

lethal, but they will give you an unwelcome jolt if they shock you.
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CODE OF CONDUCT

Security and Behavior 

1. You are responsible for your own belongings and the program accepts no responsibility for theft

or damage of possessions during your stay . The safest place for valuable items is in your room at

the hotel or in your homestay house, or in a locker at the center. Please do not take any

valuables with you to the beaches.

2. The consumption of alcohol before or during work is not permitted, and the macaw center is an

alcohol-free zone. Your evenings and weekends are free, during which time you may wish to

consume alcohol responsibly. You do so at your own risk. The consumption of drugs of any kind

is not permitted under any circumstances.

3. Volunteers are responsible for getting to the colectivo terminal on time in the mornings, and to

get off the colectivo at the correct stop in front of the center entrance. You will be given a

colectivo card that should help you to communicate with the driver without any problems, and

we do everything we can to make sure the journey goes smoothly for you. If you miss the

colectivo and have to catch a taxi or cycle in, you do so at your own cost.

4. Volunteers are expected to be polite and respect the members of the community, guides, park

rangers and tourists with whom they interact. Volunteers must always tell their homestay host

families where they are going, especially at night, and members of the opposite sex are not

permitted in the bedrooms of homestay houses at any time.

5. Mealtimes are arranged in order to facilitate the smooth r unning of the work of the program.

Please ensure that you arrive punctually for meals at homestays, and be sure to give plenty of

notice to your host family if you require a meal to take away or are unable to attend.

6. If at any time you are not 100% comfortable about any aspect of the work, accommodation,

members of the community, or other volunteers, please discuss the issue in confidence with a

member of staff as soon as possible. Good communication solves most issues swiftly, and we

will almost always have dealt with the same issue before, so please don’t wait until relationships

become strained or tempers fray before addressing a problem.

7. Please remember that staff at the program are there to collaborate with you and wish you to

have the best experience possible. Staff and volunteers all have to work long hours in tough

conditions and tiredness is common. Everyone at the program is encouraged to be friendly,

patient, and understanding. Please come ready to work. Pura vida!
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USEFUL VOCAB

The Spanish spoken throughout Latin America differs a lot between each country. Costa Rican (Tico) 

Spanish is particularly distinct, especially in rural areas, and there are a lot of verbs and phrases (or 

‘tiquismos’) that are totally unique to Costa Rica. The list below is far from complete, but gives you a 

few tiquismos to play with. Please note that Ticos do not generally use ‘tú’ and generally refer to 

everyone as ‘usted’ or ‘ustedes’, although ‘vos’ is sometimes used instead of ‘tú’. If in doubt, just use 

the ‘usted’ form for everyone, including kids and pets!  

Expressions: 

¿Al chile? Really? Are you kidding?  

Bien por dicha  I’m well thank you 

Buena nota That’s awesome / Great news 

Como amaneció?  Good morning, how are you?   

Idiay! / Diay! Used loosely like ‘hey’ or ‘you know’ 

Mae / Mop Mate / Dude / Guy 

Con mucho gusto You’re welcome  Ticos never say ‘de nada’ 

Ojo! Watch out! 

Pura vida All good / I’m fine thanks The most Tico thing you can say! 

Que dicha That’s great! / What luck! 

Tuanis  Cool / Good to meet you 

Upe! Hello, anyone there? 

Verbs: 

Acostarse To lay down or sleep ‘Dormir’ is used too 

Agüevarse To bother / To annoy / To bore ‘Molestar’ is used too 

Bretear To work  ‘Trabajar’ is used too 

Jalar(se) To pull / To leave Ticos use ‘Tirar’ to mean ‘To throw’ 

Majar To stamp or stand on Ticos don’t use ‘Pisar’ 

Ocupar To need  ‘Necesitar’ is used too 

Tomar To take / To drink / To eat Ticos rarely use ‘Coger’ 

Nouns: 

Birra Beer ‘Cerveza’ is used too 

Carajillos / Güilas Kids ‘Niños’ is used too  

Chile Joke ‘Broma’ or ‘chiste’ are used too 

Choza / Chante  House or pad ‘Casa’ is used too 

Chunche Thing  ‘Cosa’ is used too 

Cien (100) metros A city block ‘Cuadra’ is used too 

Goma  Hangover 

Macho/a Fair-skinned or blonde person 

Plata Money  ‘Dinero’ is used too 

Pulpería / Pulpe  Local grocery store  

Roco/a  Old person 

Un Rojo/ Una Teja 1000/ 100 colones 

Soda Small typical restaurant 

Torta Problem or predicament 

Tapis Alcoholic drink (not beer) 

Zarpe The last drink 
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