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PROJECT SUMMARY
Chalalán Eco-lodge serves as a model for community-based 
ecotourism in Bolivia, as an example of the effectiveness 
of this low-impact commercial activity in bringing benefits 
to local communities and in conserving vital biological 
diversity. Supported by the Inter-American Development 
Bank and Conservation International, who founded the 
initiative with grants totaling almost USD 1.5 million in 1994, 
the project has successfully demonstrated its long-term 
financial viability and high level of community ownership.

Located in the 1.89 million-hectare Madidi Protected Area in 
northern Bolivia, the Chalalan initiative benefits the remote 
indigenous community of San José de Uchupiamonas, 
which sustainably conserves around 210,000 hectares 
of land as their Tierra Comunitaria de Orígen. The lodge’s 
visitors are able to walk along trails covering 30 kilometers 
of biologically diverse forest within 10,000 ha of community 
land reserved for ecotourism activities.

KEY FACTS
EQUATOR PRIZE WINNER:   2008

FOUNDED:   1992

LOCATION:  upper Amazon River basin, northern Bolivia

BENEFICIARIES:  3,700 people

BIODIVERSITY: 1,895,740 hectares of Madidi Protected Area

3

CHALALÁN ECO-LODGE
Bolivia

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Background and Context 4

Key Activities and Innovations 5

Biodiversity Impacts 7

Socioeconomic Impacts 7

Policy Impacts 8

Sustainability 9

Replication 10

Partners 10



4

Madidi Protected Area was established in 1995 and covers1,895,740 
hectares of the upper Amazon River basin in northern Bolivia. 
From the high altitudes of the Andes Mountains to the tropical 
rainforests of the Tuichi River, Madidi and its surrounding protected 
areas constitute an important section of the Vilcabamba-Amboró 
Conservation Corridor. 

The region has been identified as a global center for plant diversity 
and endemism, with the highest documented plant diversity in 
Bolivia of more than 5,000 species. Madidi itself is home to 1,875 
plant species, or 27% of all plant species in Bolivia, including 31 
endemic species and many more that have yet to be discovered. 
Nearly 1,000 bird species have also been recorded. Ecosystem types 
within the protected area include humid forest (on montane slopes, 
piedmont, and river margins) cloud forest, dry forest and savanna (in 
intermontane valleys), and humid savanna and marshes (on alluvial 
plains in the north-east).  

Madidi Protected Area is made up of Madidi National Park, which 
covers an area of 1,270,000 hectares, and the Integrated Management 
Natural Area (IMNA), consisting of the remaining 624,000 hectares. 
Sustainable forest management is permitted within the IMNA, 
allowing activities such as ecotourism, agriculture, hunting, and 
traditional fishing by indigenous peoples who were already settled 
prior to creation of the protected area. Madidi National Park operates 
as a strict protected area, with only limited eco-tourism and research 
permitted within its boundaries. 

The people of Madidi

Around 3,700 people live within Madidi in thirty-one communities. 
Nine communities are located in the park itself, while twenty-two 
are located within the IMNA, primarily along the roads or in the 
largest towns of the region, such as Rurrenabaque, Ixiamas, San 
Buenaventura, and Apolo. The boundaries of the protected area 
overlap with three indigenous community lands – Tacana, Lecos 
Apolo, and Uchupiamonas – each of which are designated as a 

Tierra Comunitaria de Orígen (TCO) and collectively owned by the 
respective indigenous community.  The indigenous communities 
living on these lands suffer from extreme economic marginalization 
and lack access to basic education and health services.  The 
demarcation of their territory within a limited-use protected area 
represents a further challenge to their wellbeing and sustainable 
livelihood options.      

One attempt to meet this challenge has come from the remote 
indigenous community of San José de Uchupiamonas. The 
community of Quechuas-Tacana people – whose population now 
numbers 630 – has lived in the territory since the 18th century and 
only received official title to their 210,000 hectares of land in May 
2004. The majority of community land falls within the Integrated 
Management Natural Area. 

Traditional livelihood activities include farming, hunting, fishing, 
and collecting forest fruits. Its strong potential as an ecotourism 
destination was recognized as early as 1992, when the community 
began constructing rustic cabins to house visitors. In late 1994, 
the project benefitted from donations of US$1,250,000 from 
the Inter-American Development Bank and US$200,000 from 
Conservation International. The result has been Chalalán Eco-lodge 
(Chalalán Albergue Ecológico), a thriving ecotourism enterprise 
that is dedicated to sustainable natural resource management and 
improving the living conditions of local indigenous families.  

Chalalán received 186 visitors in 1998 and grew that number to 700 
in 1999. By 2007, the number of annual visitors doubled to 1,406. 
The ecolodge is entirely community-owned and operated. In 2002, 
National Geographic Traveler named Chalalán as one of the twenty 
most important tourist destinations in the world.  Chalalán Albergue 
Ecológico has become internationally renowned as a successful 
model of sustainable, responsible ecotourism, and has brought 
substantial conservation and development benefits to the region 
and the resident indigenous population.

Background and Context
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Key Activities and Innovations

Chalalan eco-lodge was built on the banks of the Laguna Chalalan 
using all locally and sustainably harvested materials.  Construction 
of the tourist facility was based on traditional knowledge of the 
ecosystem and designed to have a low impact on surrounding forests.  
The eco-lodge accommodates up to 30 guests at a time.  The lodge 
is entirely owned and operated by the indigenous community. Staff 
receive training in business management, accounting, marketing, 
sales, customer service, food preparation, guiding, navigation and 
mapping.  Visitors to Chalalan have a number of activities open to 
them.  The eco-tourism site contains themed trails which stretch over 
30 kilometers of forest.  Guided tours provide visitos with information 
on conservation interventions, ecological processes, natural history, 
and endemic medicinal plants.  Guides also help visitors identify 
the birds, plants, mammals, amphibians, insects and fungi that can 
be found in the surrounding tropical rainforest. Different guides 
offer different specializations; some in medicinal plants, others in 
bird and insects, and others still in ancestral myths. With more than 
340 species of birds in the surrounding forests – including parrots, 
macaws, toucans, serer, tanagers, trogons, tinamous, herons, 
turkeys, orioles, and woodpeckers – bird-watching is a primary draw 
for tourists.  Wildlife tours are also popular, as a number of themed 
trails bring tourists into contact with capuchin, howler and spider 
monkeys, tapir, janguars, wild pigs, deer, capybara and reptiles such 
as frogs, snakes, lizards, and alligators. 

A locally-driven ecotourism enterprise

The initiative began in 1993 when the community of San José 
de Uchupiamonas began looking for funding to develop the 
necessary infrastructure for their ecotourism project.  It took two 
years, but funding was eventually secured in 1995, first through the 
Multilateral Investment Fund of the Inter-American Development 
Bank, and later supplemented by a grant and technical assistance 
from Conservation International.  The official project name was 
“Sustainable Development and Ecotourism Program in San José de 
Uchupiamonas and the establishment of a protected zone in the 

proposed Madidi Park”.  This project was to be implemented between 
March 1995 and June 2001 with the aim of not only establishing the 
eco-lodge, but also of catalyzing small-scale, private, self-sustaining 
ecotourism companies in neighboring communities which would 
be sourced for ecotourism-associated goods and services. These 
proposed businesses were to span organic agriculture for food 
production, artisanal handicrafts for sale to tourists, transportation 
services, restaurants, and guiding services. In the end, after 
extensive community consultation, leaders of the project decided 
against this strategy, opting instead for a single company which 
combined various services into a single administrative unit. One 
of the motivating factors for this decision was the great distance 
between the community and eco-lodge – three hours upstream – 
and associated transport costs.     

From 1997 to 1999, Chalalán was operated as a pilot project and 
sustained with financial support from partner organizations.  Small 
groups of tourists were brought to the eco-lodge on a trial basis 
to familiarize indigenous community members with the changes 
they might reasonably expect from an influx of visitors.  In 1998, 
an office was opened in Rurrenabaque to promote the site as 
a tourist destination.  At the time, and owing in large measure to 
subsidies from their partner organizations, the price of lodging at 
Chalalán averaged USD 38 per night.  (When the project became 
fully autonomous in 2000, the average price increased to USD 90 
per night, which was an unwelcome increase from the standpoint of 
tourism agencies who were confronted with reduced profit margins).  
The two primary agencies through which Chalalan was promoted 
were America Tours and GAP Adventures.  The community has also 
since been quite active in self-promotion of the eco-lodge and has 
succeeded in receiving coverage in both National Geographic and 
Lonely Planet. 

By the end of 1999, the eco-lodge was fully functional, but still 
had a number of areas in need of improvement.  While the lodge 
offered 14 beds, rooms did not contain private toilets and the site 



66

had underdeveloped wastewater disposal systems, lodging for 
employees, and dining facilities. Construction to address these 
problems began in 2000 and proceeded based on the labor and 
vision of community members.  The lodge was expanded to 30 beds, 
a new dining hall and bar were built, and a new sanitation system for 
solid and liquid waste was installed.  Improvements were also made 
to transportation services, with the purchase of three canoes with 
outboard motors which are used to transport tourists to and from 
the lodge.  

Legal structure and benefit-sharing mechanisms

Since 2000, Chalalán has operated as a joint stock company. The 
shares were initially divided as follows: 50% for the 74 families of the 
community (now numbering one hundred) and the remaining 50% 
for the Tierra Comunitaria de Origen San José de Uchupiamonas. Each 
year the company presents its financial statements to its members. 

At the beginning of the project, the indigenous community 
endeavored to have the enterprise legally incorporated in line with 
its existing organizational structures – e.g. a member assembly, 
board of directors, general manager, and operations team.  The 
Bolivian legal framework, however, does not allow for the formal 
legal incorporation of indigenous groups.  As an alternative, the 
community enterprise was legally registered as a corporation.  The 
corporation governance model requires a partner assembly, which is 
responsible for decision-making, and a directorate of representatives 
(community leaders), which is responsible for oversight and strategic 
monitoring.          

As a partner of the company, Tierra Comunitaria de Origen San José 
de Uchupiamonas invests ecotourism revenues into community 
development projects.  Investment choices are made based on 
comparative need and are arrived at through consensus between 
families in the community.  Tierra Comunitaria de Origen San José 
de Uchupiamonas has developed a long-term plan which outlines 
strategic priorities and guides project management decisions.  New 
community development projects may be proposed by individual 
community members or organizations within the community.  
The merits of each proposal are debated by the partner assembly 
before a decision is taken.  Tierra Comunitaria de Origen San José de 
Uchupiamonas is represented within the company by a community 
member who is responsible for reporting back to the partner 
assembly on all decisions taken by the company.        

Following incorporation, the indigenous community assumed full 
management control and responsibility for the eco-lodge, including 
institutional measures to ensure financial sustainability and decision-
making on lodging rate increases, investments in infrastructure, 
marketing, accounting, and business planning.  The transition 
of management was incremental, however, to ensure sustained 
viability of the enterprise.  Where early in the project the majority of 
operational decisions were managed by external consultants, these 
responsibilities were transferred to a community general manager 
who was in turn supported by an administrative system with a clear 
chain of command and a salaried staff structure.  The assets generated 
by project investments were also transferred to the company. This 
process generated real, fixed costs and reduced apparent earnings. 
Staff salaries originally paid by the project were also transferred to 
company costs.  The company hired an accountant to introduce an 
internal system for monitoring the company’s accounts and to train 
community members in its use. 
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Impacts

BIODIVERSITY IMPACTS
Madidi Protected Area is one of the most biodiverse areas on the 
planet.  The wide range of altitudes found in the Madidi National 
Park – 180 meters to 5,760 meters above sea level – produce a 
wide variety of eco-regions. The park is home to over 1,100 bird 
species, 11% of all bird species found on earth.  Madidi also contains 
significant populations of some of Latin America’s most charismatic 
wildlife species including the jaguar, spectacled bear, maned wolf, 
vicuña, giant otter, Andean condor and military macaw. The newly 
discovered titi monkey species is also endemic to Madidi. There are 
733 species of fauna listed as living in Madidi National Park. These 
include almost all taxonomic groups of mammals, birds, reptiles and 
fish. 

Chalalán plays an important role in the conservation of natural 
resources and the environment in the region. Since its inception, 
the company has implemented a comprehensive range of 
measures to minimize the impacts and potentially harmful effects 
of tourism activities on the surrounding ecosystems.  In addition to 
the adoption of low-impact ecotourism principles, the lodge uses 
environmentally responsible systems for liquid and solid waste 
management and energy supply.  The community has set aside over 
10,000 hectares of land for ecotourism activities and is conscious 
of the connections between environmental conservation, healthy 
ecosystems, abundant populations of endemic wildlife species, 
and tourist interest.  Chalalán’s reputation as a desirable tourism 
destination is dependent on the conservation and protection of 
surrounding forests.  There is no hunting or natural resource use 
permitted in the ecotourism area.  The community reports increases 
in populations of species that had been in danger of extinction in the 
interior of Madidi National Park including spider monkeys, jaguars 
and wild pigs.  The community works in close cooperation with a 
numbers park guards who monitor the interior of Madidi Park for 
poachers or transgression of resource extraction rules. Ecotourism 
is also a direct funding source for environmental and cultural 
preservation in Madidi, as every visitor pays an entrance fee which is 
put in a conservation trust.        

SOCIOECONOMIC IMPACTS
One of the initial objectives of the Chalalán project was to build 
local capacity for sustainable development, and to do so with an 
emphasis on local institutions.  Prior to the creation of Chalalán, the 
community of San José de Uchupiamonas lived in extreme poverty.  
The vast majority of families worked in subsistence agriculture, the 
unsustainable exploitation and harvesting of wood was a common, 
widespread problem, and overreliance on hunting and unsustainable 
fishing practices were threatening both the foundation of local 
livelihoods and the populations of several endemic species.  These 
challenging economic conditions led many families to emigrate, 

Table 1: Fauna of Madidi Protected Area
Mammals:
spectacled bear (Tremarctos ornatus)
Andean cat (Felis jacobita)
Andean deer (Hippocamelus antisensis)
white-tailed deer (Odocoileus virginianus)
puma (Felis concolor)
jaguar (Panthera onca)
Ocelot (Felis pardalis)
white-lipped peccary (Tayassu pecari albirostris)
marsh deer (Blastocerus dichotomus)
Giant Otter (Pteronura brasiliensis)
spider monkey (Ateles paniscus)
red howler monkey (Alouatta seniculus)
Madidi titi (aureipalatii)
Birds:
Ash-breasted Tit Tyrant (Anairetes alpinus)
crested eagle (Oroaetus isidori)
cock of the rock (Rupicola peruviana)
harpy eagle (Harpia harpyja)
Asthenes urubambensis – endangered
Tangara ruficervix – endangered
Hemispingus trifasciatus – endangered 

Source: Cándido Pastor, Carla Maldonado, Juan Carlos Ledezma, Sandro Valdez



Table 2: Flora of Madidi Protected Area
Plants:
queñua (Polylepis racemosa triacontranda)
huaycha (Weinmannia microphylla, W. boliviensis and W. crassifolia)
walnut (Juglans boliviana)
Miconia theaezans
pines (Podocarpus spp.)
wild coconut (Eugenia sp.)
alder (Alnus acuminata)
chachacoma (Escallonia myrtilloides)
Hesperomeles ferruginea and H. lanuginosa
Myrica pubescens
myrtle (Randia boliviana)
Myrsine coriacea
elm (Sambucus peruviana)
laurel trees (Ocotea spp. and Nectandra spp.)
bibosi (Ficus spp.)
Tetragastris altissima
Anadenanthera colubrina
Didymopanax morototoni 
Miconia multiflora
Hardwood trees:
mahogany (Swietenia macrophylla)
cedar (Cedrela odorata)
Santa Maria (Calophyllum brasiliense) 
sand-box tree (Hura crepitans)
Palms:
Ceroxylon pityrophyllum (extremely rare)
Geonoma megalospatha, G. lindeniana and G. deversa
Socratea exorrhiza
Iriartea deltoidea
Scheelea princes
Astrocaryum spp.
Phytelephas macrocarpa
Dictyocaryum lamarckianum
Euterpe precatoria 
royal palm (Mauritia flexuosa)

Source: Cándido Pastor, Carla Maldonado, Juan Carlos Ledezma, Sandro Valdez  

thereby reducing community capacity to address emerging 
problems head-on. 
           
Since the introduction of the Chalalan project, destructive and 
unsustainable resource management practices have been reduced.  
There is a greater consciousness among community members of the 
importance of conservation and natural resource protection for the 
wellbeing of local families and the resilience of the local economy.   
The ecolodge has provided substantial socio-economic benefits to 
the San José de Uchupiamonas community. A landmark study in 
2007  identified various key impacts of the initiative: 

• Between 2003 and 2008, Chalalán generated average total 
annual revenues of USD 280,000. 

• Chalalán passed a cost-benefit test and has stimulated other 
economic activities in San José and Rurrenabaque. 

• Company dividends, employee salaries and the local purchase 
of supplies and services all have had a positive effect on the 
economy of the region. 

• Ecotourism revenues have been reinvested in social and 
infrastructure projects such as potable water, health clinics, 
health loans, and construction of schools.

• 

• Chalalán has helped to catalyze partnerships with a number of 
outside organizations. 

• Improved socio-economic conditions have led many families 
that had migrated to other towns during the 1980s to return to 
San José in recent years.

Chalalán has generated over 60 jobs; several are provided directly 
through the operation of the eco-lodge, while many more 
have indirectly emerged to provide goods and services for the 
ecotourism industry. In total, the project benefits all 116 families in 
the community.  The lodge is staffed exclusively by members of the 
indigenous community. 

One of the most important results of the project has been legal 
recognition of the community indigenous lands under the 
classification Tierra Comunitaria de Orígen (TCO).  This formal 
legal acknowledgement by the government of community 
ownership over 210,000 hectares of land is the basis upon which all 
environmental and economic benefits resulting from the project are 
predicated.  Tenure security and local decision-making authority has 
enabled this community to improve living conditions and to protect 
their natural and cultural heritage.

POLICY IMPACTS
The Chalalán initiative has influenced political decisions at the local, 
national and international scales.  The organization is a fundamental 
contributor to the management committee which oversees the 
conservation and protection of Madidi Park. Additionally, the 
initiative works through organizations such as the Bolivian Tourism 
Table, the Organization of Tourism Destinations in Bolivia, the 
National Committee of Ecotourism in Bolivia, and the Sustainable 
Tourism Network of Latin America to advance policies which 
enable local action in the areas of conservation and ecotourism. 
Chalalán also founded the tourism network, INTIRUNA, which serves 
indigenous community-based ecotourism projects across Latin 
America.  Through this network, the members of the community 
have visited almost all countries in South America to share their 
experiences and to learn from other practitioners.    

8
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Sustainability and Replication

SUSTAINABILITY
The economic success and sustainability of Chalalán can be attributed 
to three key factors. The first was the availability of start-up funds, 
which enabled the company to develop rapidly – a good example is 
the infrastructure improvements that took place between 1995 and 
2001 – to build local management capacity (through trainings and 
seminars), and to establish itself in the national and international 
tourism markets.  The second factor is the social integrity and 
solidarity of the San José community.  Strong group cohesion and 
shared identity has ensured a solid foundation on which to build 
a common vision for transforming the local economy.  Complete 
community ownership of the operation has ensured a common 
stake in project outcomes.  The third factor is the extraordinary 
natural setting of Madidi National Park.  The ecotourism enterprise 
would not be viable and could not be sustained without the draw 
of the natural wonder and beauty of the region.  Conservation and 
preservation of this unique area, its biodiversity and ecosystems, and 
the rich cultural heritage which underscores its history are essential 
to the long-term sustainability of the project.  

These same factors which have determined the success of the 
initiative also present challenges for the community.  Management 
authority over the community lands – and the maintenance of 
conservation areas – is crucial for sustaining tourist interest in 
Madidi. This autonomy has been threatened recently by the granting 
of petroleum exploration concessions within Uchupiamonas lands. 
Opposition to these concessions from the San José community will 
require an understanding of their rights, as well as strong negotiation 
skills. While the initiative has developed solid management and local 
leadership capacities, additional training and capacity-building will 
be necessary to equip the community for political organization. 
This will require the engagement of partners active not only in the 
field of biodiversity conservation, but also those with knowledge of 
indigenous land rights, advocacy, lobbying and the country’s legal 
system.  An additional challenge facing Chalalán is the volatility of the 

tourism industry in Bolivia, as well as the high level of competition 
for ecotourism market share. Market changes, tourist opinions and 
trends, and social and political instability in Bolivia have all effected 
visitor numbers over the years. These kinds of external factors 
require agility and flexibility on the part of Chalalán in competing 
for international markets. The dangers of being too dependent 
on revenues from a single source such as ecotourism are evident. 
Ecotourism alone cannot provide livelihoods for all members of 
the community. Diversified and complementary projects, such as 
sustainable agriculture could also be given priority.
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REPLICATION
From its very inception, Chalalán was envisioned as a conservation 
and development model which could be replicated across 
communities both within and beyond the borders of Madidi National 
Park. The most impressive result to date was the identification, 
design and implementation of the San Miguel del Bala ecotourism 
project, based on research and incorporating lessons learned from 
Chalalán. Opened in 2005, this ecolodge lies on the banks of the 
Beni River, 40 minutes upstream from Rurrenabaque.  It is owned 
and operated by thirty-five families from the indigenous Tacana 
community of San Miguel del Bala. The inhabitants built the 
ecolodge with funding and assistance from CARE, Conservation 
International, the United Nations Development Programme, and 
the Wildlife Conservation Society.  Lessons learned from Chalalán 
have spurred an indigenous community-based ecotourism 
movement in Bolivia which has donors, private sector stakeholders, 

non-governmental organizations, municipalities and other actors 
engaged and interested.  The model advanced by Chalalán is one 
of cross-sector and multi-stakeholder partnership to advance 
ecotourism projects that are responsive to the economic needs of 
indigenous communities and which can be leveraged to address the 
particular conservation challenges facing different regions.  Of the 
65 comparable ecotourism projects currently operating in Bolivia, all 
acknowledge the pioneering leadership of Chalalán.

PARTNERS
The Inter-American Development Bank provided an initial donation 
of USD 1,250,000.  This catalytic funding was instrumental in getting 
the initiative off the ground.  Conservation International also 
provided a grant of USD 200,000 for ongoing technical support to 
the initiative. 
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