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PREVIOUS PAGE:
Sunset over the jungle-covered 
hills beside the Beni River in
Rurrenabaque.

LEFT FROM THE TOP:
�ƐÆĮƣåƐķŇŹŤĚŇƐÆƣƒƒåŹāƐǅƅƐ
�ƐďŹ±žžĚŇŤŤåŹƅƐ�ĻƐ±ŤŤŹŇŤŹĞ±ƒåĮǅƐ
Ļ±ķåÚƐŵBŇƒƐXĞŤžŷƐāƐŇƾåŹũ
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he Yacuma River was the colour 
and consistency of over-steeped 
tea. As I peered into the cloudy 
water, my mind drifted back 
to the caimans, the shoal of 
piranhas and the anaconda – 19ft 
long, coiled like a Cumberland 
sausage, body as thick as my 
thigh – I’d seen that morning in 
Parque Nacional Madidi. The 
river was perfectly still. Too 
still, I thought suspiciously, as 
E�KMERX�VIH�XEMPIH�HVEKSRǼ�]�Ƴ�
QSVI�HVEKSR�XLER�Ǽ�]�Ƴ�FY^^IH�
overhead. Pride overcame 
reticence, just. When I entered 
XLI�[EXIV�XLIVI�[EW�E�Ǽ�EWL�SJ�
movement and a pod of pink 
dolphins – bufeos – appeared. 
Two other travellers swam 
over and we instinctively clung 
together, half anticipating a nip 
on the toes.

Suddenly, there was a 
splash. I spun round to see a 
dolphin pop up, before diving 
beneath my feet and then 
re-emerging behind me. I swung 
around again, but the dolphin 
deftly reversed its manoeuvre 
and appeared behind me once 
more. As I turned for a third 
time, it twisted its mottled torso 
and splashed me in the face 
[MXL�MXW�Ǽ�YOI��ER�EGXMSR�XLEX�JIPX�
deliberately mischievous. 

Moments later the dolphin 
VIETTIEVIH�FIJSVI�QI��KE^MRK�
curiously with gimlet eyes. A 
staring contest ensued. I blinked 
ǻ�VWX��4RGI�EKEMR��XLI�HSPTLMR�
ducked under, before resurfacing 
with a twig in its mouth, waggling 
it briskly and then releasing it in 
JVSRX�SJ�QI��EW�MJ�SǺ�IVMRK�E�KMJX��

)YVMRK�XLEX�ǻ�VWX�ZMWMX�XS�XLI�
'SPMZMER�&QE^SR�MR�������.�HMHRƶX�
ETTVIGMEXI�XLI�WMKRMǻ�GERGI�SJ�XLI�
region or the threats it faced – I 
was too caught up in the thrill 
of backpacking across South 
America. But it soon became 
clear the area stands on the 
frontline of touchstone social 
and environmental issues such 
as Indigenous rights, renewable 
energy, sustainable tourism 
and, above all, the climate 
IQIVKIRG]��4ZIV�E�HIGEHI�
later, I returned to Madidi to 
visit a pioneering ecolodge that 
crystalises these challenges. 

The region’s gateway is 
Rurrenabaque, which overlooks 
the Beni River, backed by 
OEVWX�PMOI�LMPPW���SQI�����QMPIW�
RSVXLIEWX�SJ�1E�5E^��XLI�XS[R�

[EW�JSYRHIH�MR������SR�XLI�
back of the quinine trade, 
before becoming an outpost 
of the rubber boom. When that 
MRHYWXV]�GVEWLIH�MR�XLI�����W��
Rurrenabaque rapidly declined. 
Logging provided some jobs, but 
the town slumbered for most of 
XLI���XL�GIRXYV]��

Its awakening was 
prompted by an Israeli traveller, 
=SWWM�,LMRWFIVK��[LS�WIX�SǺ��MRXS�
the surrounding rainforest in 
1981, got lost and – despite little 
food or equipment – survived 
for three weeks before being 
rescued. Ghinsberg wrote a 
best-selling book about his 
experience, Back from Tuichi
(later republished as Lost in the 
Jungle�ERH�XYVRIH�MRXS�XLI������
ǻ�PQ��Jungle). Israeli backpackers 
Ǽ�SGOIH�XS�7YVVIREFEUYI��
followed by their European and 
North American counterparts. 
When the Bolivian government 
established Parque Nacional 
Madidi in 1995, the 
town developed into an 
ecotourism hub. 

Ghinsberg was rescued 
by the residents of San José de 
Uchupiamonas, an Indigenous 
Quechua-Tacana community 
in the heart of Madidi. In a 
bid to escape entrenched 
poverty, the community built 
a set of traditional huts at 
a nearby lagoon; with help 
from Ghinsberg, the Chalalán 
*GSPSHKI�STIRIH�MR������ERH�
became a model of community-
based tourism and conservation, 
creating jobs, improving water 
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On the other side of the gorge, the 
cliffs flattened and the hills beyond

disappeared from view.

THIS PAGE:
A canoe on a lake in
Parque Nacional Madidi.

supplies, and building clinics 
and schools. It also inspired 
neighbouring communities to 
set up their own ecolodges and 
travel companies. 

Although far from perfect, the 
situation was more positive than in 
QER]�SXLIV�TEVXW�SJ�XLI�&QE^SR��
And in a better world, that would 
be the end of the story.

 My guide for the trip to 
Chalalán was William, a wiry 

/SWIWERS�MR�LMW�QMH���W�[IEVMRK�
aviators and a money belt. He 
was assisted by Don Luis, older 
and quieter, with bushy grey 
hair sprouting from beneath a 
baseball cap. He directed me 
and three other travellers 
onto a motorboat for the 
ǻ�ZI�LSYV�NSYVRI]�YTWXVIEQ�
from Rurrenabaque. 

4R�XLI�[E]��;MPPMEQ�
talked about Madidi. Spanning 

EVSYRH�������WUYEVI�QMPIW��MX�
IRGSQTEWWIW�&QE^SRMER�ERH�
Andean ecosystems, including 
rainforests, cloud forests, 
grasslands and wetlands. The 
TEVO�LEW�EX�PIEWX�������FMVH�
species – almost ten per cent 
SJ�XLI�[SVPHƶW�XSXEP�Ƴ�TPYW�����
QEQQEP�WTIGMIW������VITXMPI�
ERH�EQTLMFMER�WTIGMIW��������
FYXXIVǼ�]�WTIGMIW�ERH�QSVI�
XLER�������TPERX�WTIGMIW��QER]�
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As we sank glasses of sugared lime juice, 
hoots, shrieks, rustling leaves and monkey 

calls sounded from the forest.

THIS PAGE FROM THE TOP:
Elephants at a waterhole;  
Mark Butcher (Butch) is a 

former ranger at Hwange and 
is now MD of Imvelo.

OPPOSITE PAGE: 
The bespoke single-carriage  

train known as the 
“Elephant Express”.

As we sank glasses of sugared lime juice, 
hoots, shrieks, rustling leaves and monkey 

calls sounded from the forest.

of them endemic. ‘There are 
jaguars, anacondas, stingrays, 
birds of paradise, spectacled 
bears, macaws, many others,’ 
said William. In 2018, following a 
two-and-a-half-year study, the 
Wildlife Conservation Society 
declared Madidi ‘the world’s 
most biologically diverse 
protected area’.

Gradually the river narrowed 
ERH�MQTIRIXVEFPI�GPMǺW�VSWI�SR�
either side. Trees sprung out 
SJ�XLI�ǻWWYVIH�VSGO��WLVSYHIH�
by tobacco-coloured clouds. 
After 45 minutes we reached 
the Bala Gorge, the proposed 
site of a hydroelectric mega-
dam that poses an existential 
threat to Madidi. ‘If the dam is 
FYMPX��XLMW�NSYVRI]�[IƶVI�XEOMRK�
today will not be possible,’ said 

William. ‘It would end tourism 
in Rurrenabaque and Chalalán 
would close. There is lots of 
ǻKLXMRK�ERH�PSXW�SJ�TVSXIWXW�JVSQ�
the community, but...’ He trailed 
SǺ�ERH�PSSOIH�E[E]�

During the 2010s, Evo 
Morales’ government drew 
up a plan for a pair of dams in 
Bala and the nearby Chepete 
canyon to generate thousands 
of megawatts of electricity, 
mainly for export. Jointly they 
[SYPH�ǼSSH�EPQSWX�����WUYEVI�
miles of rainforest and displace 
around 4,000 indigenous people, 
including the San José de 
Uchupiamonas community. A 
local NGO, the Coordinator for 
the Defence of the Amazon, said 
the dams would devastate the 
region’s ‘environment, habitats, 

diverse ways of life [and] cultural 
TEXVMQSR]ƶ��,VEǽXM��TSWXIVW�ERH�
banners in Rurrenabaque had 
an even blunter message: ‘Dams 
equal death, debt and pain.’ 

Although Morales has now 
PIJX�SǽGI��XLI�JEXI�SJ�XLI�TVSNIGX�
remains unclear.  

On the other side of the 
KSVKI��XLI�GPMǺW�ǼEXXIRIH�ERH�
the hills beyond disappeared 
JVSQ�ZMI[��8LI�VMZIVFEROW�[IVI�
dense walls of green foliage, 
save for the odd ghostly white 
tree. Further on, a pair of men 
sluiced water and mud through 
a machine on a stony beach. 
Gold miners, said Don Luis, 
FVIEOMRK�ER�LSYVƶW�WMPIRGI��,SPH�
mining, dredging and panning 
EVI�KVS[MRK�TVSFPIQW��XLEROW�
to rising demand following the 

����Ƴ���KPSFEP�ǻRERGMEP�GVMWMW��
Most of the activity is illegal yet it 
persists because of the region’s 
VIQSXIRIWW��MRWYǽGMIRX�VERKIVW�
ERH�PEGO�SJ�TSPMXMGEP�[MPP��8LIWI�
miners were small-timers, but 
FMK�FYWMRIWWIW��SJXIR�PMROIH�XS�
organised crime, are involved, 
with large dredging vessels 
ORS[R�EW�ƵHVEKSRWƶ�E�GSQQSR�
sight. The result is rainforest 
clearance and waterways 
poisoned with mercury. 

We turned onto the 
narrower Tuichi River. At the 
front, Don Luis sat in silence, 
gesturing left or right so 
William could avoid rapids, 
HIFVMW�ERH�WERHFEVW��&JXIV�ǻZI�
LSYVW�[I�EVVMZIH�EX�E�HSGO�
around 60 miles southwest of 
Rurrenabaque. From here we 
followed the Jaguar Trail through 
the forest to Chalalán, though the 
only creature we saw was a tapir, 
E�HEVO�KVI]��GS[�WM^IH�GVIEXYVI�
with an elephantine snout. 

Jaguars, the biggest cat in 
the Americas, have been badly 
hit by poaching, William told us, 
gently lowering my expectations 
of a sighting. Only around 4,000 
to 7,000 survive in Bolivia and 
numbers are declining. Logging, 
cattle ranching, farming and road 

building are also intensifying 
in and around Madidi, leading 
to deforestation, he warned. 
Bolivia lost more than 18,500 
square miles – an area larger 
XLER�)IRQEVO�Ƴ�SJ�XVII�GSZIV�
between 2001 and 2008, 
according to Global Forest 
Watch. 

The trail emerged into a 
clearing where stilted, A-frame 
huts with thatched roofs were 
shaded by trees so heavy with 
JVYMX�XLIMV�FVERGLIW�EVGLIH�PMOI�
bows. Beyond a set of solar 
panels, a path led to a wooden 
HIGO�JEGMRK�E�KSVKISYW�PEKSSR��
&W�[I�WERO�KPEWWIW�SJ�WYKEVIH�
PMQI�NYMGI��LSSXW��WLVMIOW��
VYWXPMRK�PIEZIW�ERH�QSROI]�GEPPW�
sounded from the forest. 

&JXIV�HMRRIV�;MPPMEQ�XSSO�
YW�SYX�SRXS�XLI�MRO]�HEVORIWW�
of the lagoon in a canoe. When 
the Josesanos were building 
Chalalán, he said, they realised 
a malign spirit was present – a 
ghostly white man who paddled 
across the water late at night. 
William grinned and said not to 
worry: the villagers conducted 
various ceremonies and the 
apparition has not been seen 
WMRGI��;I�XSSO�MX�MR�XYVRW�XS�WGER�
our torches along the shoreline, 

occasionally catching a caiman 
I]I��ǼEWLMRK�VIH�MR�XLI�PMKLX�

Later we sat in silence, 
gazing up at countless stars on 
E�TIVJIGXP]�FPEGO�FEGOKVSYRH��.ƶH�
never seen the Southern Cross 
so clearly.

The next morning William 
guided us through the rainforest 
XS�XLI��ERXE�7SWE�1EKSSR�����
QMPIW�XS�XLI�IEWX��LEGOMRK�E�
route through the undergrowth 
with his machete. We scrabbled 
across undulating hills, passing 
NEKYEV�XVEGOW�ERH�PSRK�PMRIW�SJ�
leaf-cutter ants. Parrots, toucans, 
macaws, red-breasted trogons 
ERH�WTMO]�GVIWXIH��FPYI�JEGIH�
hoatzins sounded their calls as 
[I�ETTVSEGLIH��PMOI�E�GLSVYW�SJ�
car alarms.

William pointed out 
medicinal plants, and a tree that 
appeared to have been imagined 
into existence by Gabriel García 
Márquez. The cashapona, 
SV�[EPOMRK�TEPQ��KVS[W�E�
succession of stilted roots that 
gradually move it across the 
JSVIWX�ǼSSV�MR�WIEVGL�SJ�XLI�
sunniest spot and the richest soil. 
Its branches were draped with 
shaggy epiphytes and alive with 
PM^EVHW��ǻVI�ERXW�ERH�E�ǻWX�WM^IH�
tarantula. 
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FROM THE LEFT:
�ƐďŇĮÚåĻƐ�ŭƣĞŹŹåĮƐaŇĻīåǅƅƐ�Ɛ
ďŹååĻƐ±Ļ±ÏŇĻÚ±ƅƐ�ƐďŹŇƣŤƐŇüƐ
ǅåĮĮŇƾĝžŤŇƒƒåÚƐŹĞƽåŹƐƒƣŹƒĮåžũ

of them endemic. ‘There are 
jaguars, anacondas, stingrays, 
birds of paradise, spectacled 
bears, macaws, many others,’ 
WEMH�;MPPMEQ��.R�������JSPPS[MRK
a two-and-a-half-year study, 
the Wildlife Conservation 
Society declared Madidi ‘the 
world’s most biologically diverse 
protected area’.

Gradually the river narrowed 
ERH�MQTIRIXVEFPI�GPMǺ�W�VSWI�SR�
either side. Trees sprung out 
SJ�XLI�ǻ�WWYVIH�VSGO��WLVSYHIH�
by tobacco-coloured clouds. 
&JXIV����QMRYXIW�[I�VIEGLIH�
the Bala Gorge, the proposed 
site of a hydroelectric mega-
dam that poses an existential 
threat to Madidi. ‘If the dam is 
built, this journey we’re taking 
today will not be possible,’ said 

William. ‘It would end tourism 
in Rurrenabaque and Chalalán 
would close. There is lots of 
ǻ�KLXMRK�ERH�PSXW�SJ�TVSXIWXW�JVSQ�
the community, but...’ He trailed 
SǺ��ERH�PSSOIH�E[E]�

)YVMRK�XLI�����W��*ZS�
Morales’ government drew 
up a plan for a pair of dams in 
Bala and the nearby Chepete 
canyon to generate thousands 
of megawatts of electricity, 
mainly for export. Jointly they 
[SYPH�Ǽ�SSH�EPQSWX�����WUYEVI�
miles of rainforest and displace 
EVSYRH�������MRHMKIRSYW�TISTPI��
including the San José de 
Uchupiamonas community. A 
PSGEP�3,4��XLI�(SSVHMREXSV�JSV�
XLI�)IJIRGI�SJ�XLI�&QE^SR��WEMH�
the dams would devastate the 
region’s ‘environment, habitats, 

diverse ways of life [and] cultural 
TEXVMQSR]ƶ��,VEǽ��XM��TSWXIVW�ERH�
banners in Rurrenabaque had 
an even blunter message: ‘Dams 
equal death, debt and pain.’ 

Although Morales has now 
PIJX�Sǽ��GI��XLI�JEXI�SJ�XLI�TVSNIGX�
remains unclear.  

4R�XLI�SXLIV�WMHI�SJ�XLI�
KSVKI��XLI�GPMǺ�W�Ǽ�EXXIRIH�ERH�
the hills beyond disappeared 
from view. The riverbanks were 
dense walls of green foliage, 
save for the odd ghostly white 
tree. Further on, a pair of men 
sluiced water and mud through 
a machine on a stony beach. 
Gold miners, said Don Luis, 
breaking an hour’s silence. Gold 
mining, dredging and panning 
are growing problems, thanks 
to rising demand following the 

����Ƴ���KPSFEP�ǻ�RERGMEP�GVMWMW��
Most of the activity is illegal yet it 
persists because of the region’s 
VIQSXIRIWW��MRWYǽ��GMIRX�VERKIVW�
and lack of political will. These 
miners were small-timers, but 
big businesses, often linked to 
organised crime, are involved, 
with large dredging vessels 
known as ‘dragons’ a common 
sight. The result is rainforest 
clearance and waterways 
poisoned with mercury. 

We turned onto the 
narrower Tuichi River. At the 
front, Don Luis sat in silence, 
gesturing left or right so 
William could avoid rapids, 
HIFVMW�ERH�WERHFEVW��&JXIV�ǻ�ZI�
hours we arrived at a dock 
EVSYRH����QMPIW�WSYXL[IWX�SJ�
Rurrenabaque. From here we 
followed the Jaguar Trail through 
the forest to Chalalán, though the 
only creature we saw was a tapir, 
E�HEVO�KVI]��GS[�WM^IH�GVIEXYVI�
with an elephantine snout. 

Jaguars, the biggest cat in 
the Americas, have been badly 
hit by poaching, William told us, 
gently lowering my expectations 
SJ�E�WMKLXMRK��4RP]�EVSYRH�������
XS�������WYVZMZI�MR�'SPMZME�ERH�
numbers are declining. Logging, 
cattle ranching, farming and road 

building are also intensifying 
in and around Madidi, leading 
to deforestation, he warned. 
'SPMZME�PSWX�QSVI�XLER��������
square miles – an area larger 
than Denmark – of tree cover 
FIX[IIR������ERH�������
according to Global Forest 
Watch. 

The trail emerged into a 
clearing where stilted, A-frame 
huts with thatched roofs were 
shaded by trees so heavy with 
fruit their branches arched like 
bows. Beyond a set of solar 
panels, a path led to a wooden 
deck facing a gorgeous lagoon. 
As we sank glasses of sugared 
lime juice, hoots, shrieks,
rustling leaves and monkey
calls sounded from the forest. 

After dinner William took 
us out onto the inky darkness 
of the lagoon in a canoe. When 
the Josesanos were building 
Chalalán, he said, they realised 
a malign spirit was present – a 
ghostly white man who paddled 
across the water late at night. 
William grinned and said not to 
worry: the villagers conducted 
various ceremonies and the 
apparition has not been seen 
since. We took it in turns to scan 
our torches along the shoreline, 

occasionally catching a caiman 
I]I��Ǽ�EWLMRK�VIH�MR�XLI�PMKLX�

Later we sat in silence, 
KE^MRK�YT�EX�GSYRXPIWW�WXEVW�SR�
a perfectly black background. I’d 
never seen the Southern Cross 
so clearly.

The next morning William 
guided us through the rainforest 
XS�XLI��ERXE�7SWE�1EKSSR�����
miles to the east, hacking a 
route through the undergrowth 
with his machete. We scrabbled 
across undulating hills, passing 
jaguar tracks and long lines of 
leaf-cutter ants. Parrots, toucans, 
macaws, red-breasted trogons 
and spiky-crested, blue-faced 
LSEX^MRW�WSYRHIH�XLIMV�GEPPW�EW�
we approached, like a chorus of 
car alarms.

William pointed out 
medicinal plants, and a tree that 
appeared to have been imagined 
into existence by Gabriel García 
2«VUYI^��8LI�GEWLETSRE��
or walking palm, grows a 
succession of stilted roots that 
gradually move it across the 
JSVIWX�Ǽ�SSV�MR�WIEVGL�SJ�XLI�
sunniest spot and the richest soil. 
Its branches were draped with 
shaggy epiphytes and alive with 
PM^EVHW��ǻ�VI�ERXW�ERH�E�ǻ�WX�WM^IH�
tarantula. 
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Just beyond was the lagoon, 
a glorious pale turquoise mirror, 

its edges shaded by overhanging trees.

OPPOSITE FROM THE TOP:
�ƐÚĞŹƒƐŹŇ±ÚƐĞĻƐ�ƣŹŹåĻ±Æ±ŭƣåƅƐƐ

)ǄŤĮŇŹĞĻďƐƒĚåƐĥƣĻďĮåƐŇüƐ
{±ŹŭƣåƐc±ÏĞŇĻ±ĮƐa±ÚĞÚĞƅƐ

aƣžĚŹŇŇķžƐďŹŇƾĞĻďƐ
ŇĻƐƒĚåƐĥƣĻďĮåƐāƐŇŇŹũ

NEXT PAGE:
A caiman in Parque 

Nacional Madidi.

Shards of sunlight pierced 
the canopy, but there was 
RS�FVII^I�ERH�W[IEX�QEXXIH�
my clothes. The smell of 
decomposing vegetation 
ǻ�PPIH�XLI�EMV�ERH�XLI�XVEMP�KVI[�
progressively worse, with 
streams and rivers blocking 
SYV�VSYXI��4RI�[EW�WS�[MHI�
William was forced to construct 
a rudimentary pontoon bridge 
JVSQ�E�Ǽ�SEXMRK�PSK�ERH�WXVMTW�SJ�
bark wound into a twine. 

The trail ascended steeply 
to a plateau, once the site of a 
GSǺ�II�TPERXEXMSR��.RXIVWTIVWIH�
between pomelo, mandarin, 
banana and lime trees, the 
RIKPIGXIH�GSǺ�II�FYWLIW�[IVI�
still fruiting. Just beyond was the 

lagoon, a glorious pale turquoise 
mirror, its edges shaded by 
overhanging trees. After rowing 
to the centre, William baited 
PMRIW�[MXL�WXVMTW�SJ�FIIJ��GEWX�SǺ���
ERH�[MXLMR����WIGSRHW�WREKKIH�
LMW�ǻ�VWX�TMVERLE��-I�GEWYEPP]�
removed the hook and tossed 
XLI�ǻ�WL�MRXS�E�TYHHPI�SJ�[EXIV�
in the bottom of the boat. He 
UYMGOP]�GEYKLX����QSVI �XLI�
rest of us were out of luck. As 
we paddled back, the piranhas 
thrashed around between my 
JIIX�YRXMP�XLI]�ǻ�REPP]�I\TMVIH�

When we returned to 
Chalalán, muddy, sweaty and 
sticky with pomelo juice, we 
launched ourselves into the 
RIMKLFSYVMRK�PEKSSR�XS�GSSP�SǺ���
keeping an eye out for caimans 
as squirrel, capuchin and howler 
monkeys crashed through 
the canopy. For dinner we ate 
William’s piranhas, piling up 

XLI�SZIVWM^IH�NE[W�MRXS�E�
macabre cairn. 

4ZIVRMKLX�MX�VEMRIH�WSPMHP]��
transforming the Tuichi into a 
HMǺ�IVIRX�FIEWX�JSV�SYV�NSYVRI]�
back to Rurrenabaque – higher, 
faster, churning violently. We 
travelled with the current, 
skimming along at pace, sending 
up clouds of spray. The banks 
had partially collapsed, plunging 
HS^IRW�SJ�XVIIW�MRXS�XLI�VMZIV��'YX�
Don Luis navigated a slaloming 
route, calling out orders over the 
[MRH�ERH�ǻ�IVGIP]�KIWXYVMRK�[MXL�
his arms. We were back in two 
and half hours. 

.R�XLI�HVM^^PI��7YVVIREFEUYI�
had a melancholy feel. A local 
newspaper reported visitor 

numbers had halved in recent 
years, hitting the tourist-oriented 
IGSRSQ]�LEVH��.X�FPEQIH�Ǽ�SSHW��
a Madidi entry fee hike, and visa 
restrictions for Israeli and US 
GMXM^IRW��'SPMZMEƶW�VIGIRX�TSPMXMGEP�
YRVIWX�ERH�HIZEWXEXMRK�[MPHǻ�VIW��
combined with the pandemic, 
mean tourism in Rurrenabaque is 
unlikely to recover anytime soon. 

Alongside dams, 
deforestation, gold mining 
and poaching, this can seem a 
trivial issue or even a positive 
development. Yet residents lack 
a sustainable alternative and 
receive little support. When 
community-based tourism is 
done right, as at Chalalán, it gives 
TISTPI�E�ǻ�RERGMEP�MRGIRXMZI�XS�
conserve the environment: take it 
E[E]�ERH�XLI]�LEZI�XS�ǻ�RH�SXLIV�
ways to survive. 

In the late afternoon I 
walked along the costanera, 

where locals decamp for a gentle 
FVII^I��E�GYT�SJ�W]VYT]�WLEZIH�
ice and a spot to watch the 
sunset. Across the Beni was the 
settlement of San Buenaventura, 
which according to Google Maps 
was connected to Rurrenabaque 
by a bridge. This was just an 
aspiration: while the initial 
sections had been built on either 
FERO��E������JX�KET�]E[RIH�MR�
the middle. Through it chugged 
E�Ǽ�EX�FIH�FEVKI�PSEHIH�[MXL�
tractors, heading upstream. 

As the barge slowly 
disappeared from view, I 
thought back to my river dolphin 
encounter in Madidi all those 
years earlier. Bufeos, I later 
learned, are not quite what 

they seem: their distinctive pink 
hue is the result of scar tissue, 
[LMPI�&QE^SRMER�JSPOPSVI�TEMRXW�
them as shapeshifters with the 
power to seduce, mesmerise 
and haunt your dreams. It struck 
me that in the future Madidi – 
and the people who live in and 
around it – will need to exhibit 
similar qualities of resilience and 
adaptability to survive.

111110

S U S TA I N A B I L I T Y  A N D  S U RV I VA L  I N  T H E  B O L I V I A N  A M A Z O N



N E E D  TO  K N OW
GETTING THERE 
8LI�UYMGOIWX�[E]�XS�VIEGL�7YVVIREFEUYI�MW�SR�E�HMVIGX�Ǽ�MKLX�JVSQ�1E�5E^�
SV�XLI�&QE^SRMER�GMX]�SJ�8VMRMHEH��8LI�XS[R�MW�WIVZIH�F]�WIZIVEP�PSRK��
EVHYSYW�FYW�VSYXIW�JVSQ�1E�5E^��8VMRMHEH�ERH�FI]SRH�

BEST TIME TO GO
8LI�HV]�[MRXIV�WIEWSR�2E]�XS�4GXSFIV��MW�XLI�FIWX�XMQI�XS�ZMWMX�XLI�
'SPMZMER�&QE^SR��EW�MX�MW�WPMKLXP]�GSSPIV�ERH�KIRIVEPP]�PIWW�VEMR]��)YVMRK�
XLI�[IX�WYQQIV�WIEWSR��XLI�VSEHW�GSRRIGXMRK�7YVVIREFEUYI�[MXL�XLI�
VIWX�SJ�'SPMZME�GER�FIGSQI�MQTEWWEFPI���

CURRENCY �'SPMZMERS

TIME ZONE  GMT -4

FOOD
2ER]�SJ�7YVVIREFEUYIƶW�VIWXEYVERXW�WIVZI�XVEZIPPIV�JSGYWIH�QIRYW�Ƴ�
XLMRO�TERGEOIW��TEWXE��TM^^EW�ERH�WS�SR��'YX�XLI�LMKLPMKLXW�EVI�XLI�JVIWL�
ǻ�WL�Ƴ�XV]�XLI�WYVYF¸��E�X]TI�SJ�GEXǻ�WL�Ƴ�ERH�XLI�EVVE]�SJ�XVSTMGEP�JVYMX���

WHERE TO STAY
(LEPEP«R�*GSPSHKI

HOW TO DO IT
(LEPEP«R�*GSPSHKI�SǺ�IVW�E�VERKI�SJ�KYMHIH�XSYVW�MRWMHI�2EHMHM��

MUST-PACK OPTION
)IIX�LIEZ]�QSWUYMXS�VITIPPIRX�Ƴ�XLI�FMXMRK�MRWIGXW�EVI�JIVSGMSYW��

WHY GO
&W�[IPP�EW�FIMRK�SRI�SJ�XLI�QSWX�FMSHMZIVWI�TPEGIW�SR�XLI�TPERIX��XLI�
2EHMHM�VIKMSR�MW�EPWS�IEWMIV�XS�EGGIWW�XLER�GSQTEVEFPI�EVIEW�SJ�XLI�
'VE^MPMER�SV�5IVYZMER�&QE^SR��2SVISZIV��MJ�]SY�GLSSWI�E�VIWTSRWMFPI��
GSQQYRMX]�FEWIH�PSHKI�ERH�XSYV�STIVEXSV��]SYV�ZMWMX�GER�LEZI�E
TSWMXMZI�MQTEGX�
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