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29 September 2008

To whom it may concern:

I would like to express my support for the Truman State University Latin American Experience: History and Conservation Biology in Panama, currently being developed by Dr. Chad Montgomery.
Dr. Montgomery has kindly helped me throughout the duration of my doctoral dissertation research, which I have conducted in Parque Nacional G. D. Omar Torrijos Herrera (PNGDOTH, English translation: Omar Torrijos H. National Park), the exact location Dr. Montgomery has chosen as the remote site for his course. Over the past two years I have worked closely with the local people residing in the communities within and near PNGDOTH and have gained an incredible appreciation for their culture and traditions. I can assure you that a visit to this site will be an incredibly positive experience for students of Truman State University.
Information on the remote site

PNGDOTH is located about 2.5 hours from the international airport in Panama City and about 25 minutes by 4wd from the nearest self-sustainable community called El Copé. The park encompasses 25,275 hectares and straddles the Continental Divide with vast Atlantic and Pacific versants. The habitat ranges from warm lowlands to pre-montane cloud forest, with the highest peak just over 1400 meters. Several rare and endemic species of flora and fauna have been documented in the park during very limited biological studies and the park is home to traditional communities that continue to practice a unique culture. The park is named in honor of Division General Omar Torrijos H., who is renowned for his negotiations with President Jimmy Carter to bring the Panama Canal under the direction of Panama as of 2000. Torrijos visited the area of PNGDOTH frequently, but lost his life when his plane crashed into a mountain within the park’s boundaries. His body was never recovered and many local people believe he lives within the park, thus bringing an important protection to the local forests by the resident people.
PNGDOTH is currently in the midst of some exciting changes. The local people and I have developed a project to establish a research facility within the boundaries of the park. La Montaña para Investigación y Conservación Ambiental, La MICA (translated to The Mountain for Research and Environmental Conservation) will provide facilities (laboratories, library, classrooms), dining, and lodging for researchers that are currently faced with many logistical difficulties in conjunction with working in PNGDOTH. Most importantly, this station will be constructed, operated, and serviced by the local people. Moreover, La MICA will provide a store, cafeteria, and clinic that can be utilized by the local people living within the park (these services are currently unavailable). The visitation of Dr. Montgomery’s class will come just after construction is complete and we are in the early stages of perfecting the education and research programs. Therefore, the students of Truman State University will have an opportunity to play an instrumental role in the establishment of La MICA.
Logistics of a visit to El Copé/PNGDOTH

It is obvious that the logistics involved in the development in a course such as the one proposed are complicated. I can assure you that the necessary logistical support near PNGDOTH is in place to accommodate the visitation of an international university class. Local people have successfully hosted visitations from other school/university groups in the past.  To facilitate community based visits and courses I developed a comprehensive accident response plan, including helicopter services to major regional or national hospitals, for PNGDOTH and the local communities. This plan was reviewed by park officials, the local guide group, the clinic in El Copé, and the community police and is the current plan of action for PNGDOTH. Furthermore, I have worked for over two years with several local people who can provide local and in-country transportation and lodging/board for the students upon their visit. Many of the local people have developed skills or are currently taking English classes for working with people who speak little or no Spanish, and I will be available to provide translation as needed. In addition, I will be happy to assist with the in-country logistics of arranging host families or other lodging, transportation, cultural events, visits to local communities, and service projects.

Service Projects

I understand that one aspect of the proposed course is participation in service activities during the visit to PNGDOTH. Several opportunities quickly come to mind for the students to provide service in conjunction with the development of the research station, within PNGDOTH, with cultural groups, or with other projects within the local communities. I can help students to develop personal projects from which they and the residents will benefit. Such projects may include assisting local people in baseline biological data collection for the research station, work with local people to digitally document local ethnobiology (usage of plants and animals in traditional medicine, culture, and lifestyle), and work at the local community farm or plant nursery.

Civic Experiences/Immersion Opportunities

The communities around and within PNGDOTH foster a culture that is unique and strong. Several opportunities can be arranged for students to gain a full cultural experience while visiting. Such opportunities may include home-stay lodging with families (The family provided traditional Panamanian meals and a place for the students to sleep, shower, etc. The students interacted with the children and adults of the family and helped in basic daily activities), planned cultural events, including demonstrations of local music and dance or an art show of local artisan products, story-telling by a local elder (translated by myself or a local Peace Corps volunteer), or a visit to a remote community. The latter could include a 1.5-hour hike to a community named La Rica, where residents continue a life without electricity or road access or a 45-minute truck ride to Santa Marta, the community at the base of the mountain where Torrijos died. This community also lives without electricity and remains relatively isolated from outside conveniences. Both opportunities would provide immersion for the students and can easily be arranged and accommodated with emergency plans in case of injury or accident.

The course proposed by Dr. Montgomery is an important service to the students of the university and will provide an opportunity to learn about rural Panamanian life while forming a bridge between two cultures. Opportunities for students such as the proposed course are the type of experiences that impact students on a personal level and that lead to positive actions by the students during all stages in their lives. I sincerely hope that the proposed course receives favorable reviews and is added to the curriculum at Truman State University. Students will be positively impacted by every aspect of this course and the people local to PNGDOTH will greatly appreciate the opportunity to share their natural world and culture with Truman State University.
Sincerely,
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