
Monteverde, 30 December, 2013 

 

Open letter to Members of the General Assembly of the Monteverde Institute 

 

Re: Structural and procedural concerns arising from a recent student incident 

 

Dear Members of the General Assembly of the Monteverde Institute: 

 

I am sending this letter to you as a member of the General Assembly of the Monteverde Institute (MVI), 

as I believe that recent actions taken by MVI administration may reflect some disturbing trends, which 

would be best addressed promptly by the General Assembly, for the future well-being of the Institute. I 

have always been extremely dedicated to MVI and in particular, its work in the local community and I 

would be saddened beyond belief if MVI should not grow in strength, due to structural issues that go 

unnoticed and unresolved. 

 

After serious and considered reflection, there are several reasons for which I feel unable to continue in 

my post at MVI, which I detail below. (Please be aware that when I refer to the MVI “administration” in 

this letter, I am referring jointly to the Executive Director and Board of Directors). 

 

1. Inability to guarantee student safety 

 

In a recent incident, in early December, I found myself unable to provide adequate care to a student who 

had been the victim of a sexual assault, due to a simultaneous attack from my own institution. The first 

concern of the MVI administration in this case should have been the well-being of the student. Instead, 

the very people to whom the student had turned for help: myself and Fran Lindau, were reprimanded for 

actions that were claimed by the MVI administration to be illegal. These actions, however, were not 

only entirely legal, they were in fact rights of the student according to national and international 

protocols (please see section 4 for more information). Had we not provided these options to the student, 

MVI could have been liable for not providing Costa Rican and US standard of care (both of which 

coincide in this area).  

 

Nevertheless, without consultation, discussion or mediation, we were both severely reprimanded, 

summarily relieved of our student care responsibilities and hindered in providing the support that the 

student needed, and to which she was entitled according to institutional, national and international 

protocols. During this time, the victim of the assault was staying in our house, on her own request, and 

to the knowledge of the MVI administration. As a result, we were emotionally unable to provide the 

desired level of counseling and care for the student, given that we were concurrently being subjected to 

a hostile attack from the very institution whose duty it was to support the student and ourselves, her 

professors, as her immediate caregivers. 

 

I cannot in good conscience accept responsibility for student welfare in the future, in the light of the 

priorities of the MVI administration. The Executive Director stated in our meeting of Wednesday, 

December 18, that her job was that of director for the whole institution, not just one employee or 

student. While this is a factual statement, it is one that could be interpreted in many different ways in 

practice. I witnessed a worrying interpretation of this belief, during the week of December 2-8. I am 

disturbed by this approach and find myself no longer able to guarantee that I will be able to provide the 

required level of medical and emotional support to students under my care. 

 

2. Unwillingness to consult and follow national and international protocols 

 

During my meeting of  December 3rd, with Executive Director Debra Hamilton and board members 

Ward Kane and Alexa Stickel, I attempted to hand over a copy of the Costa Rican national rape protocol 

(Appendix A) but was told that this was not the time for reviewing evidence. The following morning, I 

wrote an email alerting the Board of Directors to several breaches of international rape protocol in the 

treatment of the victim (Appendix B) and was shocked by their complete lack of response. 



 

The Executive Director's final report on this incident suggests continued ignorance on the information 

contained within the protocol in question, and an inexplicable will to ignore such information. I will be 

submitting a detailed response to the Executive Director's report later this week, listing these points. 

This response will be delivered to the Executive Director and the Board of Directors, and will be 

available on request to any other interested Assembly member or affected party. 

 

3. Unwillingness to listen to internationally-accepted scientific evidence 

 

During the meeting of December 3rd, with Executive Director Debra Hamilton and board members Ward 

Kane and Alexa Stickel, I attempted to hand over peer-reviewed scientific articles on the medication that 

the student had taken. Neither the board members nor the Executive Director was interested in reading 

or taking them to read later. Neither did they ask me for details about the articles in question. The 

administration preferred to base their arguments on information from a substitute doctor at the 

Emergencias Médicas private medical clinic. This information was alarmist and incorrect (please see my 

response to Executive Director's report for more information). 

 

I cannot in good conscience work for an organization that claims one of its three pillars as scientific 

research, when its very administration appears to display such willful disregard for internationally-

recognized scientific evidence.  

 

4. Poor legal counsel 

 

Not only was the MVI administration unable to obtain competent legal advice in a timely manner, it was 

also unwilling to listen to members of its own management team, who were attempting to communicate 

accurate, specialized legal advice.  

 

I was told in my meeting of December 3rd, that my actions in helping the victim to acquire the 

medication that she had requested, were illegal. They were in fact not only perfectly legal, but were 

specifically the actions that are required to be taken and the medication that is required to be offered to 

the victim by the Costa Rican national rape protocol (see Appendix A, p. 15: ''Emergency contraception 

[…] Must be offered to women whom, due to the type of sexual crime, may become pregnant […] 

''Levonorgestrel 0.150 mg with Etinilestradiol 30 mg (4 tab STAT then 4 tab after 12 h)''). I have 

consulted multiple legal and medical specialists, before and since the event, who concur on this point. 

MVI was unable to find reliable legal advice in this matter, and the Director's report continues to 

suggest that the actions of myself and my co-worker, Fran Lindau, were illegal. This is a false charge. 

 

I was also told in my meeting of December 3, that MVI was legally obliged to report the incident to the 

Costa Rican authorities. When I protested that this was in contravention of national rape protocol, I was 

told that I was ignorant in this matter (despite the fact that I was holding the documentation in my hand, 

which the administration refused to read). This erroneous information was also communicated to the 

victim in a letter signed by the Executive Director, to the further distress of the victim. The presence of 

this signed letter, now in possession of the victim, potentially endangers MVI by opening it up to legal 

proceedings, should the victim wish to proceed in this way. 

 

The only legal threat to MVI as a result of the incident, would have been suing by the victim or her 

family. The prudent way to avoid suing in such a case, is to treat the victim as humanely and 

respectfully as possible, and in accordance with established protocols. Indeed, the prudent way to treat a 

victim in such as case is to treat her not as a legal liability, but as one would wish one's own child to be 

treated, under similar circumstances, so long as this is in accordance with national and international laws 

and protocols. 

 

Having a victim sign a legal waiver, without legal counsel or a victim's advocate by her side, just days 

after a traumatic incident, could be seen as an instance of re-traumatization and is precisely the wrong 

way to protect the Institute. 



 

5. Treatment of employees 

 

On December 2, my Executive Director was informed of a highly sensitive student incident, and her 

team's response to the same. Rather than calling a meeting of those involved, to determine what had 

happened and plan next steps, the Executive Director began consulting external advisers and accusing 

members of her team of mismanagement and illegal actions. The Executive Director was not in 

possession of all the information at this stage, having received no more than a verbal briefing on the 

situation from the program director. At no point did she call as much as a fact-finding meeting with the 

faculty involved in the incident. 

 

I am appalled by the Executive Director's failure to talk or listen to her team and by her immediate 

assumption that we had made mistakes, without first giving us the chance to detail, explain or discuss 

our actions. 

 

Another serious concern in this area relates to the “internal investigation” that was carried out following 

the incident in question. We were told by the Executive Director and by Board members that we would 

get the chance to present our case. This never happened. Board member Ward Kane promised in the 

meeting of December 3rd that the Board would conduct an internal investigation, which was later handed 

over to Executive Director, to perform in conjunction with a committee. I was informed in an official 

communication by the Executive Director on December 5th that “You will be asked to be part of this 

process”. This was never the case. For this internal investigation, no witnesses were called and no 

documents requested from those that had been party to the situation. The Executive Director stated in 

the meeting of December 18th that she based the investigation on the original incident report form and 

on her own experience of the situation. (I have a recording of this meeting, to substantiate any claims 

regarding what was said). The final report does not quote or reference a single protocol or document. 

That I should be given such false expectations about participation, only to be subjected to an unfair 

process, shows a complete lack of respect for me as a human being and for my rights as an employee. I 

cannot continue to work for an organization that is prepared to have its employees treated in this way. 

 

6. Primordial position given to hierarchy 

 

I am distressed that, given over half a century of research into the capacity of human beings to blindly 

follow their superiors, the MVI administration should be so committed to the primordial nature of the 

hierarchy, above all else. 

 

The reason for which I have been reprimanded in the wake of the student incident in question, is for 

failing to respect the hierarchy of the MVI. I still hold to the fact that I did nothing wrong in protecting 

the victim and that in fact, in protecting the victim, I was also doing my utmost to protect the Institute. 

Nevertheless, I continue to maintain that in a case of this type, the latter (protection of the institution) is 

of secondary importance to the former (protection of the victim). I also hold that the actions of the 

Executive Director in this case, contributed to protecting neither the victim nor the Institute, but to 

damaging both. 

 

 

For the reasons detailed above, I feel that I am unable to continue in my position at MVI. I have 

requested of the Executive Director that she fire me without cause (“por voluntad patronal, sin causa”), 

with all my due benefits, which was presented to me as one of the options in our meeting of December 

18. 

 

While I will no longer be working for MVI, I strongly urge the General Assembly to consider the effects 

of an apparent culture of misinformation, rejection of mediation and summary firing on the institution as 

a whole.  

 

With regard to the former, if MVI wishes to continue into the 21st century, it must recruit board members 



and directors who are informed and up-to-date with the legal and ethical issues that concern US 

educational institutions. 

 

With regard to the latter, having sat in on MVI board meetings in the past in my previous capacity as 

Fiscal, I am aware that our current legal counsel appears quick to recommend the option of summary 

firing, or “despedida por voluntad patronal, sin causa”, as an easy remedy to a variety of situations. I 

think there needs to be a discussion at Assembly level as to whether this is the kind of counsel that MVI 

wishes to continue to take. In this recent case, the newly approved mediation protocol was ignored by 

board members, even when specific pleas were submitted by employees.  

 

One of the roles of the Board of Directors surely has to be to act as a check on the Executive Director. 

Employees need to be able to consult the Board in confidence, with the knowledge that Board members 

will not indiscriminately support the Executive Director, but will listen to other opinions and will at 

least facilitate dialogue in situations of potential conflict, in line with the mediation protocol approved 

by the Board earlier in 2013. 

 

In addition to any larger discussions, I would recommend five immediate steps to help prevent such 

abuses in the future: 

 

1. The Executive Committee be reinstated, and a minimum frequency set for its meetings. This 

Committee was effectively disbanded in mid-2013. Allowing the Executive Director to make 

policy decisions alone, is an imprudent and potentially dangerous operational structure. 

2. An elected staff member be voted to sit in on board meetings (rotating on a regular basis, for 

example). This person could be asked to leave for confidential discussions, as required. This 

would serve to establish a channel of communication between Board and staff, unmediated by 

the Executive Director, which could potentially help prevent and/or mediate conflictual 

situations in the future. 

3. Board members be recruited from outside the zone and/or minimum requirements be set for 

board membership, such as knowledge of the workings of US academic institutions, etc. 

4. The Board's official mediation policy be taken seriously by the Board itself, and reliably upheld, 

whenever a petition is submitted by any staff member. This is the only way to ensure that 

disputes do not escalate, and that the Executive Director does not allow personality clashes or 

personal prejudices to obscure his or her professional judgment. If in order to ensure adherence 

to its own policies, it is necessary to establish penalties on Board members for refusing petitions 

from staff members for mediation, this measure could be considered. 

5. An inquiry take place into the actions of the Executive Director and the Board of Directors 

during the recent incident, which not only caused needless additional anguish to a vulnerable 

student in the wake of a traumatic assault, but also placed MVI in a position of legal 

vulnerability. 

 

I am saddened beyond words to be leaving MVI under such difficult circumstances. I hope you, as 

Assembly members, will understand that I am writing in a spirit of concern for MVI as a community-

based institution in whose mission and vision I strongly believe. I also hope that the serious structural 

issues mentioned above will not go undiscussed, but that conversations will take place and decisions be 

taken that will serve to strengthen MVI as a community organization, local employer, and host 

institution to students traveling outside their home country, with whose welfare they and their parents 

have entrusted MVI. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

Catherine Murray 


