
Rio Frio – Cano Negro – Arenal Hot Springs

Day 16 – Rio Frio – Cano Negro Wildlife – Arenal Hot Springs – 26 November

It rained overnight. I had worn my eye shades as the curtain did not cut out light.

Breakfast was at 07:00 – it was a mob scene. I waited and got my omelette when the lineup was 

zero.

I had put on sunblock and then the driver washed the windows. It rained. But, I did spot the red-

winged blackbird again. We also had a backlit chance at a Toucan.

We departed at 08:00 heading east and north. We passed through sugar cane, teak and orange 

plantations.

We skirted Fortuna. It is the hub of adventure tourism. If you want to kill yourself doing sport, then 

come to Fortuna.

Since the tour manager is from Fortuna, she gave us some facts on the local schooling. English and 

French is mandatory in high school. But, in college most opt for English. In high school, kids are in 

class from 07:00 to 17:00, studying 16 subjects. This would indicate a tough rote learning system. 

Attendance is mandatory up to age 18.

The literacy rate is 98%.

We passed a group of girls going to school in T-shirts. The tour manager pointed out that they had 

no umbrellas and that was on purpose as they wanted to get soaking wet. It took me a couple of 

minutes to connect the dots.

Despite the obvious danger demonstrated by the 1968 eruption, land is expensive in the area. A 

normal house that had been on the market for five years was priced at $400,000.

Since prices are high, all older members of a household have to work. Wages range from $250 to 

$1,800 per month. Rents are in the $400-600 per month range. The only taxes are property taxes. 

There is no sales tax. But, the government takes six percent from any pay cheque to pay for health 

care. Health care was established in 1948 by disbanding the Army and using its budget.
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At 08:29 the hazards of narrow wet roads were emphasized when we passed a refrigerator truck rin 

the ditch.

The local huge iguanas were evident when we passed a restaurant at 08:50 – the restaurant feeds 

them breakfast to create the tourist attraction.

By 08:55 we were into sugar cane country. The soil was a deep red as a result of a lot of iron. The 

sugar cane was mixed with pineapples – we had left the bananas down on the northeastern coastal 

plain.

The field of crops have endless hedges of hibiscus.

Just outside the town of Boca Arenal we passed a brown cane sugar factory. The waste is burned to 

fuel the operation and the ash residual is used as fertilizer.

In this area we saw examples of rough shacks erected by Nicaraguan squatters. The Nicaraguans will

move into vacant houses and the police have difficulty moving them out.

The town of Terra Bosques featured a lumber yard, and at 09:10 we saw a large reforestation 

project. We saw an orange juice processing plant at 09:27.

There was a huge pineapple plantation at 09:35, which I marked with the GPS.

We arrived at the target restaurant and had a short bathroom break before walking down to board 

our cruise boat. Miraculously, the rain had stopped and we enjoyed bright sun.

We were to cruise the Rio Frio which runs through the Cano Negro wildlife refuge, home to many 

migratory birds found nowhere else in Costa Rica.

Carlos was the local guide and Luis the boat driver. It was a single deck craft, with open areas on the 

front and rear, that could handle about sixty people. The power was a 150 HP Evinrude.

We were told there were freshwater sharks in the river that swim in from Lake Nicaragua.

Our first hit was a high-flying stork that I might have photographed. More mundane, were the 

Northern Jacanas walking on the floating vegetation.

Tiny Mangrove Swallow were flitting around constantly. In fact, they followed the boat the entire 
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trip.

At 10:20 we spotted the first of many Howlers. Then we saw about twelve dormant long-nosed bats. 

They line up to look like a snake, and if disturbed they start to move like a snake. Each bat eats 

2,000 mosquitoes per night.

The Anhinga, also known as the Snake Bird, made an appearance. By 11:05 we had done the loop 

back to the start point. Then we cruised in the opposite direction towards Nicaragua.

At 11:10 we saw a Snow Egret and then a Great Egret. The rain came back for a brief shower.

The Howlers made another appearance and we noted the white testicles of the males. The white 

reflects sun thus helping to keep the sperm cool.

There was a big orange iguana, but he was covered by too much foliage.

My coup was a still photo of a Green Kingfisher and then a shot in flight.

A troop of six Howlers made their displeasure obvious.

We stopped to photograph the warning sign that we were getting into the buffer zone separating 

Costa Rica and Nicaragua.

Note: On a hot day, do not stick your hand into the icy water of the water cooler. The bathroom 

reflex kicks in!

By 12:10 we were back on dry land and walking to the restaurant for lunch. On TV we saw the snow 

falling on the northeastern US states. Lunch was predictable – rice, nachos, potatoes, refried beans 

and squash. I had two huge glasses of icy pineapple juice to rehydrate.

After lunch we spotted orange orchards. The oranges are used for juice only.

Then the heavy rain started and wiped out any photography. So, we had been very lucky on the Rio 

Frio.

From the GPS I could see that we were retracing our morning route to Fortuna.

We arrived at the Hot Springs at 14:45 and had an opportunity to relax until 17:00 hrs.
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We drove back to the hotel and prepared for dinner at 19:00 hrs.
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