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BILSA 
BIOLOGICAL STATION & RESERVE 

 

 
 

Protects one of the last remnants of tropical rainforest along 

the northwestern coast of Ecuador. Situated within the Choco 

bioregion, the third most important hotspot in the world, Bilsa 

is rich in biodiversity and has the highest level of endemism 

of flora & fauna species of all the reserves, with many new 

species yet to be discovered. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

The Bilsa Biological Station is a nature preserve of over 5,000-hectares and a center for field 

research and environmental education in northwestern coastal Ecuador. Founded in 1994 

by the Jatun Sacha Foundation in memory of conservation biologists Al Gentry and Ted 

Parker, Bilsa Biological Center conserves a critical remnant of Ecuador’s coastal premontane 

wet forest, of which less than one percent remains.  

 

Bilsa is located within to a larger conservation area, the Mache Chindul Ecological Reserve, 

which has an extension of 120.000 hectares. Logging companies, oil pipelines and extensive 

colonization of the whole area have caused great destruction of the forest in the past 50 

years and the remaining 2-3% of the original tropical forest is highly fragmented. With such 

significant habitat loss, several species of flora & fauna have become extinct and many 

more are in danger of extinction.  Bilsa’s unique habitats allow many of these endangered 

species to remain abundant within our reserve. The Bilsa Biological Station rainforest also 

protects three major coastal river watersheds: the Aguacatal, the Dógola, and the Cube 

Rivers. These are important freshwater sources for the Esmeralda and Manabi Provinces. 
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Rising steeply from sea level to an elevation of 650 meters, the Mache-Chindul Mountains 

capture moisture from sea winds, making the forests extremely wet.  Recent studies within 

the Bilsa Biological Station have shown that with the additional moisture received from 

abundant fog drip, the area receives more than 3000mm of precipitation a year.  Altitude-

related variations in moisture levels in the Mache-Chindul Mountains and specifically in 

Bilsa create microhabitats that encourage speciation and local endemism.  Considering that 

the foothills reach over 700 meters in height, isolated and endemic populations of species 

is highly likely (Parker and Carr 1992).   

  

The whole area is part of the Chocó-Darien bio-region (of Central and South America), 

which is considered one of the 25 hot spots in the world for its great biodiversity and high 

level of endemism of flora/fauna species. Sadly this bio-region has a vulnerable 

conservation status and is found in a dangerous situation. Even though the reserve is 

protected, the anthropogenic pressures are strong, particularly because of the expansion of 

the agricultural frontier and timber extraction. Furtive hunting also represents a threat to 

the birds and big mammal populations.  

During the past 8 years, one of Bilsa’s main focuses has been on reforestation. Two large-

scale carbon sequestration projects have been carried out, and a total of 400 hectares of 

secondary forest have been reforested using 35 different native hardwood species. In 2007, 

a smaller project of 20 hectares was initiated. 
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Dr. Jordan Karubian, of the UCLA Tropical Research Center, together with Ecuadorian 

biologists and assistants, has been conducting year-round scientific research at Bilsa since 

2002. Thus far their research has mainly focused on birds (a.o. Long-wattled umbrellabird 

and Banded ground-cuckoo), phenology, reptiles, amphibians, and insects, but they expect 

to expand their research in the near future.      

 

WILDLIFE 

  

 

Although physically isolated from the Andes, Bilsa possesses species previously thought to 

be endemic to the western Andean highland forests 100 km to the southwest, as well as 

species endemic to the Chocó, a pluvial forest of southern coastal Columbia.   

 

The region’s rugged topography (300 to 800 meters) and the coastal climate create a dense 

fog which shrouds all of Bilsa’s steeper ridges; these ridges sustain cloudforest species 

usually restricted to much higher elevations.  All of these elements create a highly unusual 

species composition and ecological make-up.  Over 2000 different plant species have been 

documented, thirty of these completely new to science.   

 

High species levels and abundant animal populations indicate an intact ecosystem.  330 

species of birds have been documented (Clay et al 1994, Hornbuckle et al 1996, Berg 1999), 

among the highest totals for any western Ecuador coastal forest.  Some extremely 

endangered avian species abundant in the area include the banded ground-cuckoo 

(Neomorphus radiolosus), the gray-backed hawk (Leucopternis occidentalis), the baudo 

guan (Penelope ortoni) and the brown wood rail (Aramides wolfi).   
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Isolation of these species due to habitat loss is especially evident in the case of the long-

wattled umbrella bird, Cephalopterus penduliger.  Although rare or completely absent from 

the majority of its range where forest has been cut, the umbrella bird is extremely 

abundant in the Bilsa Biological Reserve.   

 

To date, twenty-four mammal species are known to reside in these forests.  Five of these 

are on international threatened species lists, including the jaguar (Panthera onca), the 

jaguarundi (Felis yagouaroundi), the oncilla (Felis tigrina) and the giant anteater 

(Myrmecophaga tridactyla).  Troops of the endangered mantled howler monkey (Alouatta 

palliate) are heard twice each day from the Bilsa field station. Surveys of Bilsa’s mammals, 

reptiles and birds have been conducted, with remarkable results.  The reserve’s bird species 

diversity (305 species) is among the highest of any coastal site in Ecuador.  Bilsa also 

harbors several threatened bird species, and contains isolated populations of 9 bird species 

never before recorded outside the Andes.   
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OBJECTIVES 

 

 Conserve the remnant forest’s unique composition of flora and fauna, internationally 

renowned for both its diversity and rarity.  

 Protect 3 important watersheds: the Dógola, Cube and Aguacatal Rivers. 

 Serve as a base for a community extension and outreach program emphasizing 

agroforestry, health, environmental education, and the development of community 

management plans.   

THE STATION & ITS STAFF 

 

Bilsa is available for use by researchers, eco-tourists, leaders of education groups, 

university students, volunteers, interns, natural history visitors and tour groups. Mattresses, 

sheets, blankets, mosquito nets, and candles are provided.  Solar panels provide some 

electricity.  All meals are provided and guaranteed cooked under optimal conditions.  There 

is also boiled water available for everyone’s consumption. The climate is warm and humid, 

but at night it often gets cool. In order to communicate with members of the community, it 

helps to speak basic conversational Spanish. 

 

Bilsa can house a maximum of 25 people. Most rooms fit 2 people and have a bunk bed. 

There is one room with a double bed.  

 

The house and cabin are surrounded by gardens, fruit trees and secondary forest. The 

gardens and fruit trees attract a great diversity of bird species, including the long-wattled 

umbrellabird, various toucans, trogons and tanagers. Howler monkeys and capuchin 

monkeys are frequently sighted close to the cabins, as are agouties, armadillos, sloths and 

kinkajous (which are nocturnal). The surroundings are also excellent for night hikes.  
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Facilities 

- 2 bathrooms (one in main house, one outside) 

- Additional shower in the river 

- Laundry area (for washing clothes by hand) 

- Gravity-fed water system that provides running water for all the cabins and the laundry 

area 

- Orchid & bromelia garden (with 75 identified Orchid species) 

- More than 10 marked trails in primary and secondary forest 

   

The Bilsa staff 

- Coordinator of Biological Stations:  Geovanny Granja 

- Cooks/housekeeper:     Graciela 

- 2 park guards:      Amado Rosado, Rodolfo Castillo 

 

 

PROJECTS AND STUDIES AT BILSA 

 

 Reforestation project of 275 hectares in partnership with Conservation International. 

This carbon sequestration project was started in 2002 and in 2006 we finished 

reforesting the last 55 hectares. We continue working in maintenance of the reforested 

area and replanting where trees have died. 

 In 2007 a new reforestation project of 20 hectares was set up. This is another carbon 

sequestration project, and took 6 years to complete. 

 Various bird studies. In 2002 the American scientist, Jordan Karubian, set up the long-

wattled umbrellabird (Cephalopterus penduliger) project. In the first years he worked 

with many assistants studying their habitat, feeding habits, seed dispersion, nesting 

biology, and other behavior. Jorge Olivo, who has been working on this project for over 

3 years, is now the assistant in charge of the field work.   

 In the past years Jordan Karubian, together with other biologists, local assistants and 

students, set up several other studies:  

o Phenology study: assisted by Domingo Cabrera 
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o Banded ground cuckoo and purple-throated fruit crow studies: assisted by Jorge 

Olivo 

o Green manakin study. This is a 1-year thesis project of the Ecuadorian biology 

student, Patricio. It was set up at the end of 2006.  

o Frog project: Comparison of the diversity and abundance of species in primary 

and secondary forest. Inventory of species found within the Bilsa Biological 

Station. Carried out by Gregory Jongsma, a Canadian student, in 2007. 

 

VOLUNTEER ACTIVITIES 

 

 

 Reforestation and maintenance around the station 

o Seed collection and seed selection 

o Planting of seeds in the nursery beds 

o Maintenance and monitoring of the nursery beds 

o Replanting trees in the reforestation lines  

o Maintenance of the paths and gardens surrounding the cabins and main building 

o Maintenance of the fruit trees (80-90 different species on the reserve): 

o Maintenance and expansion of banana plantation 

 

 

 Individual projects: The volunteers can work in groups of 2-3 persons in the following 

projects: 
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o Phenology study: A study to 

determine the fruiting and 

flowering season of specific trees. 

We have selected and marked trees 

(mostly big hardwoods) on 5 of our 

trails and every month a group of 

volunteers walks all these trails. 

 NOTE: for this study one needs a 

good pair of binoculars! 

o Orchid & Bromelia garden 

 Maintenance of the garden 

 Collection of more species in the 

forest (along our trails) 

 Identification 

o Maintenance of our trails in the forest 

 Clearing of fallen trees, big branches and palm leaves  

 Building steps on the steep parts of the trails 

o Natural Regeneration studies in primary and secondary forest and in reforested 

areas 

 Natural regeneration in 20x20m plots surrounding 1 specific tree species 

 This study will be repeated for about 26 different hardwood species 

 Natural regeneration in 20x20m plots without the existence of a specific mature 

seed producing species in primary and secondary forest 

 Natural regeneration versus the reforested trees in a 1 hectare plot 

 NOTE: to participate in this study, a volunteer needs to spend a minimum of 

2-3 months at Bilsa as it takes a while to learn about all the different species 

and it is a lot of work. The volunteer will also have to dedicate 3-4 days a 

week to this project. 

o Carpentry 

 Make signs for the various trails (to replace old/damaged ones) 

 Make small benches/stools for the cabins 

 Cabin maintenance 

 Other projects depending on necessity 

o Birds 

 Creation of an inventory of the birds sighted around the station 

 Assist scientists (see information below) 

o Teaching at a nearby community school: This is not an ongoing or structured project 

yet. Until now volunteers have taught English or a bit of environmental science. In 

coordination with the teacher and the parents, this kind of teaching will continue to 

be possible. However, it would be useful if a long term volunteer (with teaching 

experience if possible) could structure the teaching methods and create guidelines 

for other volunteers that want to participate. Please keep in mind that there are no 

specific teaching materials for English or environmental sciences. 

 NOTE: there are only classes from May till the end of December. In the rainy    

season (January till April) the schools are closed! 
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o Assist scientists: There are opportunities to help out in all of the scientist’s projects, 

in coordination with the scientists responsible for each project. It is also possible to 

work more than 2 days a week with the scientists, depending on your interests and 

experience. Occasionally other scientists come for several days to several weeks, but 

we never know very far in advance, and only once they’re in Bilsa will we know 

whether they would like volunteer assistance. However, in general they are very 

willing to share their specific knowledge with us, which is always a great opportunity 

to learn new and interesting facts. 

o Your own personal project: It is also possible to work on your own personal project, 

whether for your studies or out of specific interest. It is important that you come 

well prepared to Bilsa, with a written proposal including objectives and 

methodology, and also with the necessary materials and equipment! To avoid any 

disappointments, we suggest that you contact the office in Quito well in advance to 

make sure that it will be possible to carry out your project at Bilsa. Normally you 

have 2 days a week to work on your personal project. However, in coordination with 

the staff, it may be possible to dedicate more days to your project if required. Once 

you’re in Bilsa, we will ask other volunteer(s) to assist you in your project as one of 

our main security rules is that no volunteers can work or walk alone in the forest.   

 

 Forest hikes along the rivers 

Nature hikes provide a great opportunity to enjoy the 

amazing diversity of plants, trees, birds, insects, frogs, 

snakes and other wildlife that the Bilsa Reserve has to 

offer, and simultaneously to realize how important it is 

to save what little is left (1-2%) of the Northwestern 

coastal forest of Ecuador. A volunteer that stays for at 

least a month can be sure to see howler monkeys, 

capuchin monkeys (if you’re lucky), sloths, armadillos, 

agoutis, a different types of frogs, lizards, and snakes, 

and a great variety of birds amongst such as 

umbrellabirds, toucans, aracaries, trogons, tanagers 

and manakins.  

 

Reserve staff will facilitate and share knowledge of the 

biology, ecology, and dendrology found within the 

reserve and its system of 10 trails. Volunteers will also 

look for seeds, and if they are available will identify them and plant them.  They will also collect 

scientific information about the flora and fauna observed during the trekking.  Biodiversity 

themes will be presented by the staff during the hikes. 

Furthermore, those interested can participate in night hikes. 
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WHAT WE ASK OF YOU 

 

These expectations have been written in order to better prepare you as a volunteer, not 

only for the work that you will be involved in but also for the environment you will be living 

in:  

 

We understand that each individual situation will vary somewhat, so we cannot guarantee 

that everything will be the same as described for every individual, although this is a good 

general outline of what you should expect when volunteering in Ecuador.  

 

It is important to emphasize that you are dealing with another culture when you are 

volunteering internationally. The way you would approach a particular situation in your own 

country is not necessarily the appropriate way to handle it in Ecuador.  

 

Your time and commitment to the program is valued, but please remember that you are a 

guest of the country and will no doubt be viewed as a representative of your homeland.  

 

If you have any queries you would like to discuss about the information provided here, 

please direct them to your volunteer coordinator.   

 

 

RULES 

 

 Alcohol and drugs are not permitted in the station. If you would like to drink, you must do 

so outside the reserve, such as at a local bar in town. 

 Although there is someone to clean your room, it is your responsibility to keep it in order. 

This also includes the communal areas. 

 Since we depend on the rain for water, please use it carefully. Please do not wash your 

personal items in the sinks or showers. 

 We recommend you use rubber boots when walking the trails. Please step in the mud and 

don't walk on the sides.  This is how we keep the trails narrow and the muddy area small. 

 Please respect the schedules. We always try to be on time so we expect the same from 

you. 

 You share cabins and rooms so please respect the others and their space. 

 When you are using insect repellent you must avoid touching animals and plants, they are 

very sensitive to it. 

 You should notify the office when you invite anybody to stay or visit the station. Every 

visitor must pay a fee. 

 When bathing at the river you must use an appropriate bathing suit (one-piece for women, 

swim trunks for men). The customs here are different. 

 Please inform us of your whereabouts (and fill out the Responsibility Agreement) when/if 

you leave the station for a few days. 

 Please pack out your plastic garbage and old batteries to avoid polluting the reserve. 
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FEES & LOGISTICS 

Financing: 

Volunteers must pay their own expenses, including airfare to Ecuador and living costs while 

in the country.  

 The fees include: Coordination of the volunteers in Quito and at the reserves, 3 meals a 

day, plus lodging in cabins that are shared with other volunteers and researchers. 

During the orientation meeting in Quito you will receive the following things: a Jatun 

Sacha hat, t-shirt, and the volunteer manual for the station you are going to volunteer 

at.  

 NOT included in the fees: Transportation expenses from Quito to the reserve, activities 

outside of the reserves, other expenses that are not specified in the volunteer program. 

 Application fee: There is a USD $47 application fee to apply for the Jatun Sacha 

Foundation Volunteer Program (continental stations). Volunteers pay the application fee 

only once (per year). 

 

Duration of Volunteer Work: 

The minimum time limit for volunteers/internships is 2 weeks. Volunteers will need a visa if 

staying in Ecuador more than 90 days. 

Health Insurance: 

Volunteers must have their own international health insurance and need to sign a waiver to 

release Jatun Sacha from responsibility from any illness or injury incurred in Ecuador. There 

exists a small risk of malaria at our biological stations located in the Esmeraldas provinces 

on the Ecuadorian coast (specifically at Bilsa and Congal Reserves). Therefore we 

recommend volunteers supply their own malaria prevention medication while volunteering 

at either of these sites. 

Work Schedules: 

Volunteers are expected to work 8 hours a day, 22 days per month, therefore having 8 

vacation days per month to be used upon approval of the project coordinator. Volunteers 

can choose to either take Saturday and Sunday off each week or take all 8 vacation days 

together. 

Educational Requirements: 

University study is not a prerequisite to be accepted into the program. Prospective 

volunteers should have interest in conservation and related human issues. 

Extra costs: 

While at the reserves, volunteers will need approximately $30 USD per week for additional 

costs (beverages, community visits, postcards, etc). However, the amount you spend 

depends on you. Please take along small bills to the reserves, as it may not be possible to 

get change for larger bills (US $5 and $1).  

 



  

 14 

APPLICATION PROCEDURE 

 

The Application Procedure consists in sending us: 

1) Application letter: Indicating experience in conservation activities, future interests, 

reasons for applying, preferred station and participation dates (participation dates are 

needed to guarantee space availability).  

2) Doctor’s note stating you are fit to participate in all activities required of you OR Proof of 

international travel insurance. 

3) 2 passport size photographs  

4) If you intend to carry out an original project, please include work plan (2-5 pages)  

5) US $47 for the application fee (write check in USD currency to Fundación Jatun Sacha)  

 

PREPARING FOR YOUR TRIP 

 

Passport / Visa Requirements 

Please note that you need a full valid passport. Some countries offer an automatic tourist 

visa for Ecuador; please confirm this with the embassy in your country. Volunteers from 

certain countries will be issued a 3 month permit upon entry (at no cost). Visit extensions of 

an additional 90 days can be obtained through the local immigration authorities. Make sure 

the correct date and length of stay in the country is entered onto your visa when at 

immigration. Longer-term visitors need to obtain a volunteer visa. We can send you all the 

documents you require. 

Arrival / Departure Information 

You need to fly to Quito Mariscal Sucre International Airport, and make your way to a hotel. 

Taxis from the airport to the center of Quito cost approximately US$25-$30. If you would 

like us to provide a transfer service, please contact the Volunteer Coordinator.  

After arrival you must attend an introduction meeting at the Jatun Sacha Foundation main 

office in Quito.  Introductory meetings are at 11:00am on Tuesdays, Wednesdays and 

Thursdays. If you need to schedule a different time, please contact the Volunteer 

Coordinator.  During these meetings you will receive all the information you need to 

volunteer in the project. Please bring your passport and two passport photos to this 

meeting. 

The following are the entrance days to each reserve: 

• Bilsa: every Wednesday, Friday and Sunday 

• Guandera: Sunday or Monday 

• Jatun Sacha: Sunday or Monday 

• San Cristobal: Sunday, Monday and Wednesday 

 

Please inquire with the Jatun Sacha’s Volunteer Coordinator to organize arrival dates to 

Ecuador, the date for your orientation, and entrance days to the reserves before booking 

flights. 
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Directions to the Office 

Take a taxi (about US$2 from the popular Amazonas tourist area) to the intersection of Av. 

Republica and Teresa de Cepeda. Our office is located near the Southwest corner of the 

intersection. There is a sign on the building (behind a gated wall) that reads “Jatun Sacha.” 

Go to the gate, ring the bell next to the words “Jatun Sacha,” and someone will ring you up. 

 

Finance 

The Ecuadorian currency is the US Dollar.  In general we recommend that you bring 

traveler’s checks or internationally recognized credit cards. Please be aware that you may 

have a maximum limit on cash withdrawal for your bank card in a single day, so it is 

advisable to come with most of the cash you’ll need right away to avoid complications or 

delays. Alternatively, you may pay the fees via a bank transfer. 

Ecuador is a cheap country in which to live. A normal person’s daily expenses (excluding 

room, laundry and board) range between US $10 to US$15. Urban public transport is 

US$0.25 one-way regardless of distance. There are many interesting points to visit on your 

own throughout the country, like volcanoes and the jungle. Make sure you bring enough 

money to explore any other areas you wish to visit. 

Medical Information 

Quito is located at an altitude of 2800 meters above sea level. High altitude can affect some 

people's health. You should check with your doctor if you have any doubts before you 

travel. When visiting Quito, you are advised to take it easy and drink lots of water for the 

first couple of days.  

Health and Safety 

Field Base safety 

All members will be informed of the risks, health and safety procedures for the field base 

on arrival. It is imperative that everyone both understands and respects them. 
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Volunteer safety 

Look after your passport and take a separate photocopy with you. Do not wear flashy 

jewelry or walk around with valuable items on display such as cameras. Do not carry large 

amounts of cash. In the unlikely event that you are targeted for your belongings, hand them 

over without resistance. 

 

RECOMMENDED EQUIPMENT LIST 

Clothing & Footwear: 

 Well-fitting rubber boots (knee high) are indispensable! Best to buy them here in Ecuador, 

brand name Venus, without the white lining ($5.00 to $10.00). However you can only find 

up to size 44 (European; US size 10) in Ecuador. 

 Shoes to walk and/or play sports in. 

 Sandals/flip flops 

 Fast drying clothes are recommended, however any old shirts and trousers/pants will be 

good to work in. Just make sure you bring some extra clothes. Light-colored clothes are 

best to repel mosquitoes. 

o At least 2 pairs of trousers to work in and 1 pair for free time. 

o Shorts. 

o Many t-shirts (short and long sleeved) and many pairs of socks (short and long). 

o A fleece or anything else that’s warm for the evenings. 

 Appropriate swimwear (one-piece for women and swim trunks for men). 

 Poncho or rain jacket. 

Toiletries & Medication: 

 BIODEGRADABLE soap & shampoo, tooth brush, tooth paste, etc. 

 First aid kit: bandaids, gauze, bandages, iodine, antiseptic cream, ibuprofen or 

paracetamol, topical antibiotic cream, anti-hystamine tablets, any medications you already 

take. 

 Sunscreen. 

 Insect repellent. 

 Feminine hygiene products (if necessary).  

Other necessary items: 

 Sleeping bag. 

 Towels. 

 BIODEGRADABLE laundry detergent. 

 Sunhat or cap. 

 Work gloves. 

 Torch/flashlight/headlamp with enough spare batteries. 

 Small daypack for hikes and work. 

 Water bottle. 

 Ziplock bags. 

 Diary, writing pad, pencils & pens, etc. 

 Enough money for traveling expenses, mules, community visits, beer or coke, etc., (about 

$100 for a month, please bring many small $5 and $ 1 notes!). 
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Recommended, but not necessary, items: 

 Binoculars (preferably waterproof), camera, books, playing cards, pocket knife, chocolate 

and/or energy bars, biscuits, sweets, snacks, etc. 

 

 

 

 

CONTACT INFORMATION 

 

POSTAL ADDRESS:  Fundación Jatun Sacha 

    Teresa de Cepeda N34-260 y República 

Segundo Piso. 

Urbanización Rumipamba 

Quito, Ecuador 

América del Sur  

OFFICE TEL:   (593 2) 243 2240 (Quito Office)   

     

VOLUNTEER PROGRAM 

COORDINATOR:  Rebecca Willey  

EMAIL:    volunteer1@jatunsacha.org   

TEL:    +593 99 237 1034 

WHATSAPP:   +1 719 205 3236 

 

 

 

 

mailto:volunteer1@jatunsacha.org
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