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WELCOME TO COSTA RICA



CHOOSE YOUR BEST WEEK IN COSTA RICA


LA FORTUNA AND MONTEVERDE


DAY 1


DAY 2


DAY 3


CARIBBEAN COAST


DAY 1


DAY 2


TAMARINDO


DAY 1


DAY 2


SANTA TERESA AND MONTEZUMA


DAY 1


DAY 2


MANUEL ANTONIO AND COSTA BALLENA


DAY 1


DAY 2


BAHÍA DRAKE


DAY 1


DAY 2


ITINERARY TIPS


IF YOU’RE LOOKING FOR…


SEASONS OF COSTA RICA


HIGH SEASON


LOW SEASON


NEED TO KNOW


Costa Rica will amaze you. Opportunities for immersion in nature are everywhere, so seize them. Boat safaris wind through rivers, mangroves, and canals teeming with wildlife. Treetop excursions provide panoramic forest, volcano, and ocean views. Nature trails showcase reptiles, amphibians, insects, and plants. Parks, reserves, and refuges span more than a quarter of the country’s landmass, protecting the immense biodiversity that makes Costa Rica unique.


Prefer to be thrilled? Ride a zip line through the cloud forest, raft over raging rapids, rappel down waterfalls, and surf world-class breaks. To reenergize, pamper yourself with hot springs, mud baths, yoga, and wellness retreats.


Costa Rica’s laid-back pura vida attitude will also change you. Travel mindfully and you’ll reap bountiful rewards from this tiny corner of the world where people greet one another with a smile. In Costa Rica, magic is real—and within arm’s reach.



CHOOSE YOUR BEST WEEK IN COSTA RICA



Costa Rica’s best experiences encompass nature exploration, adventure recreation, wildlife and marine life encounters, cultural immersion, and beach relaxation. Your level of interest in these activities will determine where you go and how much time you spend in each place.


You’ll need at least two days in each region to fit in the very best experiences, plus extra time to travel within and between regions. With five or six days in Costa Rica, combine two of the mini-itineraries that follow to explore two distinct regions. If you have more time, stay longer in each region or combine three regional mini-itineraries to extend your vacation’s reach.
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LA FORTUNA AND MONTEVERDE



DAY 1


Immerse yourself in the verdant rain forest on the outskirts of La Fortuna. Ride an aerial tram, go zip-lining, and tour hanging bridges at the Sky Adventures Arenal Park. Afterward, check out the striking Río Fortuna Waterfall, then head to the hot springs for a luxurious soak.


DAY 2


Strap on a harness and spend a few hours rappelling rock walls on a thrilling canyoneering tour. After lunch, make the scenic trip from La Fortuna to Monteverde—blessed with views of Volcán Arenal—by traveling either around or across Lago Arenal.


DAY 3


Hike through clouds on a morning spent exploring the mystical Monteverde Cloud Forest Biological Reserve. In the afternoon, see butterflies, hummingbirds, reptiles, amphibians, and sloths at Selvatura Park.


For five days in La Fortuna and Monteverde.
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CARIBBEAN COAST



DAY 1


Brave the wild rapids of Río Pacuare—Costa Rica’s top river for white-water rafting—on a full-day tour taken from Cahuita or Puerto Viejo de Talamanca. This unmissable attraction is perfect for thrill seekers, but beginners can join in the fun too.


DAY 2


Rise early to explore the nature trails and beaches inside Cahuita National Park. Spend the rest of the day tasting Caribbean foods at beloved establishments in or around Puerto Viejo de Talamanca. Order traditional dishes for lunch and dinner and catch the afternoon Caribeans Chocolate Tour between the two meals.


For five days on the Caribbean Coast.
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TAMARINDO



DAY 1


Embrace Tamarindo’s vibrant surf culture by hitting the water and riding epic waves. No matter your experience level, there’s a surf site for you. Witch’s Rock and Ollie’s Point deliver the biggest thrills. Breaks off Playa Tamarindo, Playa Avellanas, and Playa Negra are perfect for developing surf skills.


DAY 2


Swim, sunbathe, or simply take in the view while beach-hopping from Playa Flamingo to Playa Conchal to Playa Puerto Viejo. In the evening, explore Tamarindo’s crowd-pleasing nightlife.


For five days in Tamarindo.
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SANTA TERESA AND MONTEZUMA



DAY 1


Nourish your body and mind with a day spent surfing and practicing yoga in serene Santa Teresa. Surf lessons and yoga classes are available. Set aside a few hours to pop over to Playa Los Suecos in nearby Mal País for a soothing soak in the pools that form at low tide.


DAY 2


Ease into a day of relaxation in Montezuma with a morning visit to the Montezuma Waterfalls. Then head to the sleek Playa Las Manchas for a lazy afternoon of sunbathing.


For five days in Santa Teresa and Montezuma.
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MANUEL ANTONIO AND COSTA BALLENA



DAY 1


Dedicate a full day to encountering wildlife in in two distinct ecosystems in Manuel Antonio. Hike in Manuel Antonio National Park in the morning. In the afternoon, take a guided boat or kayak tour around the Isla Damas mangroves to see and hear the flora and fauna.


DAY 2


Hop on a horse and head into the forest that envelops the picturesque Nauyaca Waterfalls near Dominical. Spend a few hours swimming in the waterfall’s pool. For the afternoon, trade the forest setting for seaside relaxation at either Playa Espadilla Norte or Playa Ventanas.


For five days in Manuel Antonio and Costa Ballena.
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BAHÍA DRAKE



DAY 1


Climb aboard a boat from Bahía Drake and cruise to the biodiverse Corcovado National Park. Spend the day hiking in remote wilderness and searching for wildlife, including rare varieties like jaguars and tapirs, alongside an experienced tour guide.


DAY 2


Embark on a scuba diving or snorkeling excursion destined for the pristine Isla del Caño Biological Reserve. Search for whales, sharks, sea turtles, and rays around the island’s protected, sun-kissed waters before returning to Bahía Drake.


For five days in Bahía Drake.




ITINERARY TIPS


• Plan on spending 2-3 days in each region, depending on the time you have.


• Add extra time to travel within and between regions.


• Visit action-packed La Fortuna and Monteverde at the start of your trip, regardless of whether you fly into San José or Liberia, so you can jump into fast-paced, tightly scheduled days before settling into a more relaxed pace on either coast. It’s easy to travel from La Fortuna to any other region covered here.


• In a rental vehicle, you can drive to most of the regions covered in this guide. If you’d rather not drive, use convenient shared shuttle services or private transfer services to get around.


• Organized tours that offer complimentary transportation between regions (like the popular Pacuare River Rafting Tour that can be used to connect San José, La Fortuna, and beach towns on the Caribbean coast) not only make travel between destinations easy but are also time- and cost-efficient.


• While public transportation has a lower impact on the environment, it is not always efficient or possible.
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Isla Tortuga










IF YOU’RE LOOKING FOR…


• WILDLIFE: Visit Manuel Antonio, Bahía Drake, or the Caribbean coast.


• ZIP-LINING: Visit La Fortuna or Monteverde.


• CANYONEERING: Visit La Fortuna or Manuel Antonio.


• HIKING: Explore challenging trails in Corcovado National Park on the Osa Peninsula.


• WHITE-WATER RAFTING: Plan a tour on the Río Pacuare, accessible from La Fortuna or the Caribbean coast.


• SURFING: Find the best breaks around Tamarindo and Santa Teresa.


• DIVING: Visit Isla del Caño off Bahía Drake.


• YOGA RETREATS: Visit Santa Teresa.


• HOT SPRINGS: Visit La Fortuna.


• NIGHTLIFE: Visit Tamarindo, Manuel Antonio, or Puerto Viejo de Talamanca.
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Playa Tamarindo
































	
TRANSPORTATION TIMES






	DESTINATION

	DRIVING FROM SAN JOSÉ

	FLYING FROM SAN JOSÉ AIRPORT

	PUBLIC TRANSIT FROM SAN JOSÉ (LOWEST ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT)

	DRIVING FROM LIBERIA

	FLYING FROM LIBERIA AIRPORT

	PUBLIC TRANSIT FROM LIBERIA (LOWEST ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT)










	LA FORTUNA AND MONTEVERDE

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	La Fortuna

	3 hours

	30 minutes

	4 hours

	2.75 hours

	1 hour and 20 minutes via two flights: Liberia to San José, then San José to La Fortuna

	Better to avoid by bus






	Monteverde

	3 hours

	N/A

	4 hours

	2 hours

	N/A

	Better to avoid by bus






	CARIBBEAN COAST

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	Río Pacuare

	2 hours

	N/A

	No access by bus

	5.25 hours

	N/A

	No access by bus






	Cahuita

	4 hours

	45-minute flight to Limón; 45-minute drive to Cahuita

	4 hours

	7 hours

	1 hour and 35 minutes via two flights: Liberia to San José, then San José to Limón; 45-minute drive to Cahuita

	Better to avoid by bus






	Puerto Viejo de Talamanca

	4.25 hours

	45-minute flight to Limón; 1-hour drive to Puerto Viejo de Talamanca

	4.5 hours

	7.25 hours

	1 hour and 35 minutes via two flights: Liberia to San José, then San José to Limón; 1-hour drive to Puerto Viejo de Talamanca

	Better to avoid by bus






	TAMARINDO

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	Tamarindo

	4.5 hours

	50 minutes

	5.5 hours

	1.25 hours

	N/A

	2.5 hours


































	
TRANSPORTATION TIMES






	DESTINATION

	DRIVING FROM SAN JOSÉ

	FLYING FROM SAN JOSÉ AIRPORT

	PUBLIC TRANSIT FROM SAN JOSÉ (LOWEST ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT)

	DRIVING FROM LIBERIA

	FLYING FROM LIBERIA AIRPORT

	PUBLIC TRANSIT FROM LIBERIA (LOWEST ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT)










	SANTA TERESA AND MONTEZUMA

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	Santa Teresa

	4.5 hours (includes 1-hour ferry crossing)

	30-minute flight to Tambor; 1-hour drive to Santa Teresa

	6 hours (includes 1-hour ferry crossing)

	4.5 hours

	35-minute flight to Tambor; 1-hour drive to Santa Teresa

	Better to avoid by bus






	Montezuma

	4 hours (includes 1-hour ferry crossing)

	30-minute flight to Tambor; 35-minute drive to Montezuma

	5.5 hours (includes 1-hour ferry crossing)

	4 hours

	35-minute flight to Tambor; 35-minute drive to Montezuma

	Better to avoid by bus






	MANUEL ANTONIO AND COSTA BALLENA

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	Manuel Antonio

	3 hours

	30-minute flight to Quepos; 25-minute drive to Manuel Antonio

	4 hours

	4 hours

	1 hour and 20 minutes via two flights: Liberia to San José, then San José to Quepos; 25-minute drive to Manuel Antonio

	Better to avoid by bus






	
Costa Ballena

	3.5-4 hours

	30-minute flight to Quepos; 30- to 60-minute drive to Costa Ballena

	5-5.75 hours

	4.5-5 hours

	1 hour and 20 minutes via two flights: Liberia to San José, then San José to Quepos; 30- to 60-minute drive to Costa Ballena

	Better to avoid by bus






	BAHÍA DRAKE

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	Bahía Drake

	5.5 hours (includes 1-hour boat ride)

	50 minutes

	6 hours

	6.5 hours (includes 1-hour boat ride)

	1 hour and 40 minutes via two flights: Liberia to San José, then San José to Bahía Drake; 15-minute drive to Agujitas

	No access by bus
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SEASONS OF COSTA RICA


HIGH SEASON


Generally, the high season runs from mid-December to the end of April. It begins no later than January 1 and ends no sooner than Easter. During the season, reservations for hotels, tours, and transportation can be tight, prices are high (notably for accommodations), and crowds are common at popular attractions. High season aligns with Costa Rica’s summer and is also known as the dry season. The biggest draw is favorable weather, including sunny skies, warm temperatures, and little rain. The most expensive time to travel to Costa Rica is during brief peak periods around Christmas, New Year’s, and Easter, when accommodation prices are hugely inflated.


TEMPERATURES: 75-85°F


LOW SEASON


The low season runs from the beginning of May to mid-December. Sometimes, it can begin immediately after Easter and last until December 31. The low season offers quiet trails, smaller tour groups, and cheaper prices. Since most tour operators require a minimum of two people to run tours, solo travelers can find it a challenge to travel at this time of year. Some businesses close or undergo renovations between September and November.




NEED TO KNOW


• Entry Requirements: A valid passport and proof of exit intent, in the form of a ticket to travel to another country, are required to enter Costa Rica. Most stamps expire within 90 days of issuance.


• Vaccinations: Costa Rica doesn’t require North American travelers to provide proof of vaccination. Nationals and recent travelers to Africa and South America are required to show proof of yellow fever vaccination.


• Airports: The Aeropuerto Internacional Juan Santamaría (Juan Santamaría International Airport, SJO) in the capital city of San Jose offers access to most of the country. If you plan to focus on Tamarindo, take advantage of Aeropuerto Internacional Daniel Oduber Quirós (Daniel Oduber Quirós International Airport, LIR) in the city of Liberia.


• Ground Transportation: Tourist-geared shared shuttle services and private transfer services are plentiful and convenient. Some tour outfitters provide post-tour onward transportation, allowing you to travel between destinations while experiencing an adventure along the way. Taxis and rented golf carts, ATVs, and bikes facilitate travel within towns. Public buses are reliable in most parts of the country.


• Car Rentals: Renting your own vehicle gives you more freedom and more responsibility for your travels. A 4x4 vehicle is required in many areas and recommended in most others.


• Other Modes of Transportation: Domestic flights, water taxis, and ferries connect several destinations and help save travel time.


• Advance Reservations: Reserve tours, accommodations, and transportation services in advance. In high season, spaces fill quickly. Take advantage of early-booking discounts and handle payment from home. Many businesses have flexible cancellation policies.


• Taxes: A value-added tax (VAT) of up to 13 percent is charged on tourism services. Some tour operators, hotels, and transportation service providers include the VAT in their rates, but others do not. Confirm directly with the company to see whether the tax is included.





Low season aligns with the green season (colloquially referred to as the wet season), which is considered Costa Rica’s winter. Heavy rain, occasional thunderstorms, and whipping winds at high elevations can cause landslides, traffic delays, flooding, road closures (typically only in back-road areas), and last-minute tour cancellations.


TEMPERATURES: 68-78°F





BEST OF THE BEST COSTA RICA



BEST WILDLIFE EXPERIENCES


MANUEL ANTONIO NATIONAL PARK


CORCOVADO NATIONAL PARK


MONTEVERDE CLOUD FOREST BIOLOGICAL RESERVE


CAÑO NEGRO WILDLIFE REFUGE


ISLA DEL CAÑO BIOLOGICAL RESERVE


BEST WATERFALLS


RÍO FORTUNA WATERFALL


NAUYACA WATERFALLS


RÍO CELESTE WATERFALL


BEST BEACHES


PLAYA CONCHAL


PLAYA LOS SUECOS


PLAYA TROPICAL


PLAYA BLANCA


BEST SURFING


WITCH’S ROCK AND OLLIE’S POINT


PLAYA GRANDE, PLAYA AVELLANAS, AND PLAYA NEGRA


SURF AND YOGA RETREATS


BEST ADVENTURE EXPERIENCES


ZIP-LINING AT THE SKY ADVENTURES ARENAL PARK


WHITE-WATER RAFTING ON RÍO PACUARE



BEST WILDLIFE EXPERIENCES



MANUEL ANTONIO NATIONAL PARK


Manuel Antonio and Costa Ballena, click here


If your ideal day in Costa Rica combines beach relaxation and wildlife encounters, this is the place for you. Monkeys are known to fraternize with people on this region’s beautiful crescent beaches. Beyond the sand are forested trails where sightings of sloths (both two-toed and three-toed varieties) are guaranteed. Hire a guide who can provide spotting scopes, trained eyes, and years of experience.
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monkeys at Playa Manuel Antonio





CORCOVADO NATIONAL PARK


Bahía Drake, click here


With nearly 400 species of birds, more than 70 varieties of reptiles, 45 types of amphibians, and a whopping 8,000 species of insects, this park is a wonderland of biodiversity, where you may encounter some of the rarest wildlife species in Costa Rica—and the world. Sea turtles nest on the shores of the park’s perimeter. Bull sharks and crocodiles invade the area’s rivers and swamps. Tapirs, monkeys, peccaries, anteaters, agoutis, ever-elusive jungle cats, and other mammals roam freely.


MONTEVERDE CLOUD FOREST BIOLOGICAL RESERVE


La Fortuna and Monteverde, click here


Book a 6am guided tour for fantastic bird-watching. You’re likely to hear the three-wattled bellbird and might even spot the resplendent quetzal, a brightly colored and sometimes long-tailed trogon. More encounters can be had along the aptly named Cloud Forest Trail.
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Monteverde Cloud Forest Biological Reserve






CAÑO NEGRO WILDLIFE REFUGE



La Fortuna and Monteverde, click here


The Caño Negro Wildlife Refuge is home to diverse wildlife, including monkeys, iguanas, and caimans. Avid birders shouldn’t miss it, especially in February and March, its peak bird-watching period. The best way to experience the refuge is by boat tour.




[image: Image]


caiman in the Caño Negro Wildlife Refuge





ISLA DEL CAÑO BIOLOGICAL RESERVE


Bahía Drake, click here


Abundant marine life congregates in the waters surrounding this tiny island off the coast of Bahía Drake. Snorkelers can explore offshore reefs while open-water divers spot sharks, rays, sea turtles, and dolphins. There’s a good chance you’ll see humpback whales playing in the waves while en route to the island from December to March and July to October.
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boats bound for Isla del Caño Biological Reserve






BEST WATERFALLS



RÍO FORTUNA WATERFALL


La Fortuna and Monteverde, click here


Imagine a rain forest scene of vivid lime and emerald greens sliced by a stark white cascade spilling into a pool 70 meters below. You can capture photos of this dramatic scene, as well as explore an on-site Orchid Garden, from just beyond the entrance to Río Fortuna Waterfall. A 517-step staircase leads to the waterfall’s churning base. Calmer waters perfect for swimming are slightly downstream.


NAUYACA WATERFALLS


Manuel Antonio and Costa Ballena, click here


These stunning cascades are tucked amid dense rainforest and scenic rolling hills. From the upper falls, water flows to the lower falls. Here, you’ll find a quiet space, fresh water, bright green flora, and few distractions.
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bottom tier of the Nauyaca Waterfalls





RÍO CELESTE WATERFALL


La Fortuna and Monteverde, click here


In Tenorio Volcano National Park, hiking along Río Celeste takes you to a mountain mirador, the calm Laguna Azul, and Los Teñideros, where the color of the water transforms from crystal clear into a celestial blue. The highlight of the hike is the waterfall that spills out of the rainforest and into an aquamarine pool. You can get relatively close via a steep, 250-step staircase.



BEST BEACHES



PLAYA CONCHAL


Tamarindo, click here


Much of Playa Conchal is composed of millions of tiny shell fragments. Polished like sea glass, the shells are soft enough to walk on barefoot. Craggy headlands frame the coast to the north and south. The less-crowded west end of the beach shifts into fine white sand lapped by aquamarine waters.
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Playa Conchal





PLAYA LOS SUECOS


Santa Teresa and Montezuma, click here


The cove at Playa Los Suecos has nearly white sand and almost teal waters. At high tide, it’s great for snorkeling among marine life visiting from the nearby Cabo Blanco Absolute Nature Reserve. At low tide, soak in the naturally formed pools or wade into the water to visit Punta Murciélago, whose massive crevice is home to hundreds of bats.
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tide pools at Playa Los Suecos





PLAYA TROPICAL


Santa Teresa and Montezuma, click here


Uninhabited Isla Tortuga is a vision of paradise: lush vegetation, snow-white sand, and calm turquoise waters. Its stunning beauty attracts crowds of day-trippers. An escape to solitude is possible at heavenly Playa Tropical, separated from the crowds by a rocky headland.


PLAYA BLANCA


Caribbean Coast, click here


Cahuita National Park protects the region’s coral reef. Its main attraction is this undeveloped stretch of white sand—one of the prettiest beaches on the Caribbean coast. Couple your visit to the beach with a snorkeling tour to nearby Punta Cahuita for a chance to spot local marine life.



BEST SURFING



WITCH’S ROCK AND OLLIE’S POINT


Tamarindo, click here


Two of Costa Rica’s top surf spots neighbor each other up the coast from Tamarindo. Witch’s Rock, just off the coast at Playa Naranjo, offers both left and right wave breaks. At Playa Potrero Grande and accessible only by boat is Ollie’s Point, which has sharp walls and long rights. Both sites are for advanced surfers only.


PLAYA GRANDE, PLAYA AVELLANAS, AND PLAYA NEGRA


Tamarindo, click here


The year-round waves just up and down the coast from Tamarindo provide stellar surf. Playa Grande is a great spot for surf schools, camps, and tours. Experienced local instructors know how to maneuver the swells but also how to keep surfers safe. At Playa Avellanas, beginner-to-intermediate surfers congregate around the breaks La Purruja, El Parqueo, Las Olas, El Palo (or Palo Seco), and El Estero. Barrels await the pros at the north end of the beach. To the south at Playa Negra is a notorious, consistent reef break. Less intimidating surf can be found at Callejones, a beach break just down the coast.
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sunset at Playa Grande





SURF AND YOGA RETREATS


Santa Teresa and Montezuma, click here


Peaceful retreats at remote Santa Teresa welcome you into a community developed around the practices of both surfing and yoga. Come ready to learn how to surf, have fun, and meet new friends. Options include empowering women-only retreats for “surf sisters” and a handful of camps designed for youths who use wheelchairs.
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surfing on a beach in Santa Teresa






BEST ADVENTURE EXPERIENCES



ZIP-LINING AT THE SKY ADVENTURES ARENAL PARK


La Fortuna and Monteverde, click here


La Fortuna is a microcosm of Costa Rica’s adventures, and Sky Adventures Arenal Park is one of its largest and most modern attractions. The thrilling Sky Trek Canopy Tour takes you on a zip-lining adventure high above the rainforest canopy.


WHITE-WATER RAFTING ON RÍO PACUARE


Caribbean Coast, click here


Float past towering mountains, rocky canyons, and green forests. Look for iguanas, sloths, and exotic birds. Along with calm moments to connect with nature, you’ll get the adrenaline rush of the raging Class III and IV rapids. Rafting down Río Pacuare isn’t just a thrill ride, it’s an opportunity to experience Costa Rica’s wild jungle from within.
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rafting down Río Pacuare








LA FORTUNA AND MONTEVERDE



BEST 5 DAYS IN LA FORTUNA AND MONTEVERDE


DAY 1


DAY 2


DAY 3


DAY 4


DAY 5


PLANNING YOUR TIME


LA FORTUNA AND ARENAL


HIGHLIGHTS


S RÍO FORTUNA WATERFALL


S SKY ADVENTURES ARENAL PARK


HANGING BRIDGES AT MÍSTICO PARK


DAY TRIP TO RÍO CELESTE


DAY TRIP TO CAÑO NEGRO WILDLIFE REFUGE


HOT SPRINGS


TABACÓN


THE SPRINGS RESORT & SPA


ECOTERMALES FORTUNA


BALDI HOT SPRINGS HOTEL RESORT AND SPA


WILDLIFE TOURS


MÍSTICO PARK


ARENAL MUNDO AVENTURA ECOLOGICAL PARK


CANYONEERING


PURE TREK


DESAFIO ADVENTURE COMPANY


FOOD


STANDOUTS


LODGING


STANDOUTS


MONTEVERDE AND SANTA ELENA


HIGHLIGHTS


S MONTEVERDE CLOUD FOREST


SKY ADVENTURES MONTEVERDE PARK


SELVATURA PARK


ZIP-LINING


100% AVENTURA


MONTEVERDE EXTREMO


FOOD AND FARM TOURS


FINCA DON JUAN


EL TRAPICHE TOUR


FOOD


STANDOUTS


LODGING


STANDOUTS


La Fortuna and Monteverde illustrate much of Costa Rica’s appeal. Lush rain forest and cloud forest cover the majority of the region, keeping it green, gorgeous, and replete with wildlife year-round. Among the area’s memorable features are deep valleys, rich agricultural plains, an idyllic lake sunken amid rolling hills, and a conical stratovolcano that never fails to make jaws drop. Hundreds of guided excursions are available day and night, immersing travelers in rich biodiversity and providing many of the country’s most thrilling adventures.


This northern inland area is undeniably touristy, but even adamant off-the-beaten-path travelers shouldn’t miss it. Quite simply, it encompasses too many worthwhile experiences to skip. It’s telling that both La Fortuna and Monteverde remain favorites among return visitors—faithful lovers of the land who cannot seem to get their fill of adrenaline-inducing activities, nature expeditions, and community tourism.
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Monteverde Cloud Forest Biological Reserve
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TOP 3
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S 1. RÍO FORTUNA WATERFALL: Capture postcard-worthy snapshots of the falls rushing into crystalline waters.
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S 2. SKY ADVENTURES ARENAL PARK: Zip-line around a volcano.
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S 3. MONTEVERDE CLOUD FOREST BIOLOGICAL RESERVE: Hike through the clouds in this nearly 26,000-acre reserve, a bastion of biodiversity.






BEST 5 DAYS IN LA FORTUNA AND MONTEVERDE



DAY 1


Explore La Fortuna’s rain forest in the morning on a guided hanging bridges tour at Místico Arenal Hanging Bridges Park. Afterward, grab lunch at Soda Víquez or Orgánico Fortuna in downtown La Fortuna, then head to the picturesque Río Fortuna Waterfall. Give yourself a few hours to swim in the river, snap photos, and take in the waterfall views. Later, enjoy dinner at Restaurante Nene’s.


DAY 2


Set out in the early morning to Tenorio Volcano National Park to lay your eyes on the striking blue Río Celeste, or join a bird-watching expedition to Caño Negro Wildlife Refuge. Both attractions lie outside La Fortuna; plan to return to town in the late afternoon. Spend a relaxing evening at one of La Fortuna’s famous hot springs, such as Tabacón or The Springs Resort & Spa, soaking in thermal pools and enjoying dinner.


DAY 3


Kick off an action-packed day in La Fortuna on a canyoneering tour, where you’ll rappel down rock walls beside rushing waterfalls. Keep the adrenaline flowing throughout the afternoon while zip-lining above the treetops at the Sky Adventures Arenal Park. On your final evening in La Fortuna, treat yourself to dinner at the Don Rufino Restaurante.


DAY 4


Give yourself the morning to travel from La Fortuna to Monteverde. After settling in, eat lunch at Café Orquídeas, then spend a few hours learning about the production of coffee and chocolate on a tour of Finca Don Juan. Cap off the day with a late dinner at the charming Ristorante e Pizzeria Tramonti.



DAY 5



Rise early and head for the Monteverde Cloud Forest Biological Reserve soon after it opens to increase your chances of seeing birds and other wildlife—and to give yourself ample time to hike the reserve’s extensive trail system. On the way back from the reserve, stop at Restaurante Sabor Tico for lunch. Check out the butterfly garden, hummingbird garden, and sloth sanctuary at Selvatura Park in the afternoon, then finish the day with a sunset dinner at Restaurante Morpho’s.
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resplendent quetzal at Monteverde Cloud Forest Biological Reserve






PLANNING YOUR TIME



Reservations


Secure reservations for accommodations, transportation, and activities 3-6 months in advance if you will be in the country between the end of December and April. (Book even earlier if your visit coincides with Christmas, New Year’s, or Easter.) Reserving a few weeks prior to your trip is sufficient if you plan to travel between May and mid-December. Early bookings mean discounted prices, which can help offset the area’s tourism-inflated costs.


Best Bases


Geographically, La Fortuna and Monteverde are near each other, but Lago Arenal and dense forest block direct access between the two destinations. If you intend to split your time in the region between La Fortuna and Monteverde, treat each destination as a separate home base. It takes 3-3.5 hours to travel between La Fortuna and Monteverde, so give yourself a half day to get from one base to the next.


When visiting La Fortuna, station yourself in downtown La Fortuna if you have an interest in strolling around the commercial core. Pick a lodging on the outskirts west or south of La Fortuna if you’d prefer to be close to the best attractions and adventure parks.


In the Monteverde area, choose either the town of Santa Elena (Monteverde’s developed core) or the nearby community of Cerro Plano (one kilometer east of Santa Elena) as your home base if you want to be within walking distance of restaurants and shops. If you prefer a quieter spot, stay in the more remote community of Monteverde (2.5 kilometers southeast of Santa Elena), neighbor to the cloud forest reserve of the same name.


Weather


The region’s climate conditions vary between La Fortuna and Monteverde. In lowland La Fortuna, hot, sunny, and muggy days are common, especially from January to April. Rain showers are frequent throughout the year, but heavier and longer-lasting downpours are more likely between September and November. There is a noticeable temperature drop in Monteverde, which has a higher elevation than La Fortuna. Although Monteverde receives less rainfall than La Fortuna, it sometimes has whipping winds between May and December. Be prepared to encounter fog on the roads, which can reduce visibility. It’s a good idea to rent a 4x4 vehicle; the extra traction and stability will make driving to and around mountainous Monteverde safer and more comfortable.


Connect with…


La Fortuna is the hub of the country’s tourism wheel. The town is centrally located between the international airports in San José and Liberia, as well as the Caribbean and Pacific coasts, so it’s relatively easy to travel onward to the country’s other major destinations.


A number of organized adventure tours include post-tour onward transportation, a time- and cost-efficient way of connecting visits to other regions. The Río Pacuare rafting tour from Exploradores Outdoors includes transportation from La Fortuna, and will drop you in Puerto Viejo de Talamanca or Cahuita in the Caribbean region at the end of the day.
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The Springs Resort & Spa






LA FORTUNA AND ARENAL



The area’s biggest draw is adventure tourism, which is unrivaled elsewhere in the country. Several adventure parks and a seemingly endless list of stand-alone day tours provide a variety of activities, from leisurely aerial tram rides to thrilling zip-line glides. Most of La Fortuna’s experiences are family friendly, but some outfitters enforce a minimum age requirement.
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The town of La Fortuna de San Carlos (“La Fortuna” for short) is geographically small but packed with restaurants, shops, and tourism offices. At the town’s core is the central park, bordered to the west by the central church. From downtown La Fortuna, Road 142 (the main drag) departs west toward Volcán Arenal. It skirts north around the volcano and passes by countless hotels, hot springs, and other attractions before arriving at the Lago Arenal Dam. Most activity centers and accommodations that fall between La Fortuna’s center and the dam are considered La Fortuna operations. The region at large is colloquially referred to as “Arenal.”


West of La Fortuna, a handful of small towns—El Castillo, Nuevo Arenal, and Tilarán—are scattered around Lago Arenal, which is nearly 30 kilometers long from west to east. In all three towns, you’ll find privacy, peace, and a respite from tourist traps.


HIGHLIGHTS



S RÍO FORTUNA WATERFALL



Road 142, tel. 506/2479-9515, www.cataratalafortuna.com, 7am-5pm daily, last entry 4pm, $18 pp 8 years and older


Imagine a rain forest scene so leafy and lush that it looks soft enough to snuggle in, a picture of vivid lime and emerald greens with a view that fills your gaze as far as your eyes can see. Now envision a stark white cascade slicing through and spilling into a river pool 70 meters below. Most people who visit the Río Fortuna Waterfall, also known as La Fortuna Waterfall, have fun swimming in its waters and exploring its on-site Orchid Garden. I love admiring the waterfall at a distance from the viewpoint just beyond the entrance.
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Río Fortuna Waterfall





You can catch an equally impressive view of the powerful waterfall from its base. The trail of 517 steps that leads down to the waterfall from the entrance is daunting (especially knowing that you’ll have to return uphill), but worth every ounce of effort. Most visitors, including children, make the trek without a problem, and benches provide a break along the way. I don’t recommend swimming in the waterfall’s pool, as the current here is strong. It’s better to wade in the calmer waters slightly downstream.


Although nearly every operator in town offers guided hikes to the waterfall for roughly $50 per person, the attraction is one you can easily navigate and explore on your own. Another option is to visit via a guided horseback tour (8am, 10:30am, and 1:30pm daily, 3.5 hours, $70 adults, $53 children 7-12, min. age 7) coordinated by Arenal Mundo Aventura Ecological Park (Road 702, 1.5 km south of the central church, tel. 506/2479-9762, www.arenalmundoaventura.com); the tour departs from the adventure park.



S SKY ADVENTURES ARENAL PARK



off Road 142, 7 km south on the road to El Castillo, tel. 506/2479-4100, https://skyadventures.travel, 7am-9pm daily, price varies by tour


The most popular tourist attraction in the area, the Sky Adventures Arenal Park draws visitors from downtown La Fortuna and beyond. It is one of the region’s largest and most modern theme parks, offering a plethora of recreational activities. The guided Sky Tram (multiple times 8am-3pm daily, 1 hour, $48 adults, $33 children 0-12), Sky Trek canopy tour (multiple times 8am-4pm daily, 2-2.5 hours, $84 adults, $58 children 5-12, min. age 5), and Sky Walk hanging bridges tour (multiple times 7am-2pm daily, 3 hours, $41 adults, $28 children 0-12, self-guided tour $27 adults, $19 children 6-12)—known as “the classics”—are the most popular park offerings. If you opt for the three-activity combo tour (multiple times 7am-1pm daily, 5 hours, $104 adults, $72 children 5-12, min. age 5), you’ll glide amid the rain forest on a tram ride, zip back and forth above it during your canopy tour, and explore it from within while traversing five hanging bridges, all in a day’s work.
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Sky Tram at Sky Adventures Arenal Park





My favorite feature is the Sky Limit Adrenaline Challenge (9am, 10:30am, 11:30am, 1pm, and 2pm, 3-3.5 hours, $84 pp, min. age 15, min. height 1.35 meters). This fun obstacle course incorporates zip lines, a rappel, a Tarzan swing, a superman cable, a ladder bridge, high ropes, and other hurdles. Give it a go solo to test your own abilities, or else challenge your travel mates for some friendly competition.


If you drive to the park, you’ll find ample free parking out front. Alternately, Sky Adventures can provide round-trip transportation ($17 pp) between the park and La Fortuna hotels.
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HANGING BRIDGES AT MÍSTICO PARK


2.5 km north of Road 142 just beyond the Lago Arenal Dam, tel. 506/2479-8282, www.misticopark.com, 6am-4:30pm daily, last entry 3:50pm, advance reservations required, $26 adults, $16 children 11-18


Amid the tourist boom that sounds throughout La Fortuna, I seek respite at Místico Park. It’s one of the area’s busiest attractions, yet it remains a peaceful place where you can hear a symphony of birdsong, cicada buzzes, and monkey howls. Visitors flock to the park to traverse its trail system comprising 16 bridges, 6 of which are suspended among the treetops and allow you to hover in midair over deep rain forest valleys.
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hanging bridge at Místico Park





The park is home to insects, birds, and the occasional monkey or sloth; the best way to experience it is alongside a guide who is trained to spot wildlife. The park offers the Natural History Guided Tour (8am, 9am, 10am, noon, 1pm, and 2pm, 2.5 hours, $40 adults, $30 children 11-18, $14 children 6-10). However, most tour operators in La Fortuna offer the same guided walk through the park, often bundling the experience with other area activities. Exploring without a guide is allowed, but all visits require advance reservations (via the park’s website or by telephone, or through a third-party tour operator), as strict capacity limits are enforced. The park prohibits sandals and hiking shoes that expose sections of skin.


The main trail is an oval circuit of over three kilometers, consisting of uphill and downhill sections. By completing the full loop, you’ll cross all the bridges, pass through a tunnel, and be able to access the Morpho Azul Waterfall. The steep steps that lead down to the waterfall are easy to miss; look for them to your right after the Keel-Billed Toucan Bridge but before the Ant Hill Bridge. When hiked nonstop, the course takes roughly 90 minutes to complete. The park’s accessible trail explores the first 1,500 meters of the park; guests with limited mobility can check out this 30-minute mini loop that features seven bridges (including one suspension bridge) and only slight trail inclines and declines.


DAY TRIP TO RÍO CELESTE


Travel time: 1.5 hours from La Fortuna


Tenorio Volcano National Park (Parque Nacional Volcán Tenorio), tel. 506/2206-5369, www.sinac.go.cr, 8am-4pm daily, last entry 2pm, $12 adults, $5 children 2-12


Covering more than 30,000 acres, Tenorio Volcano National Park spans much of the land northwest of Lago Arenal, between the towns of Guatuso (to the east) and Bijagua (to the west). From a distance, the lush, dense, forest-filled and stream-strewn park resembles a mountain. It conceals Volcán Tenorio, whose crater is inaccessible to the public. Río Celeste, the jaw-dropping bright blue river that weaves its way throughout the park, is the foremost draw. You can witness the river change from a clear, colorless stream to a cloudy azure waterway. Most vibrant in color during the high season (when rainfall that can diminish the potency of the river’s hue is minimal), Río Celeste is a natural phenomenon you must see for yourself. Note that swimming in the river anywhere inside the park is not allowed.
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a bridge over Río Celeste





The park amazes with the picturesque, 30-meter-tall Río Celeste Waterfall, which spills out of the rain forest and into an aquamarine pool. You can get relatively close via a steep, 250-step staircase that branches off from the main trail and leads down to the waterfall’s base. Swimming is not allowed. You’ll approach the staircase to the waterfall on your left, roughly halfway (1.5 km) into the hike.


Hiking the park’s main trail takes you to the river’s other noteworthy features: a mountain mirador (lookout); the calm blue pool known as Laguna Azul; piping-hot riverside gas vents that create the Jacuzzi-like Borbollones (“gushing waters” or “bubbling waters”); and Los Teñideros (The Dyers)—the area where the color of the river’s water transforms from a crystal-clear silver to an opaque, celestial blue. Operators all over the country offer guided tours to the park. Tours typically start and end in La Fortuna ($95-136 pp) or at destinations in Guanacaste ($132-168 pp). The main trail can be hiked independently.


The park’s main entrance is via El Pilón ranger station (9.5 km east of Bijagua, 23 km west of Guatuso) on the north side of the park. A lesser-known, unofficial entrance exists on the west side of the park via the private Heliconias Lodge and Rainforest (off Hwy. 6, 300 m southeast of Bijagua, tel. 506/2466-8483, www.heliconiascr.com). This entrance doesn’t provide access to Río Celeste.


Getting There


To reach the park from La Fortuna, first head to Guatuso. Guatuso is a 45-kilometer, 50-minute drive east on Road 142 and northwest on Highway 4 from La Fortuna. From Highway 4, at the north end of Guatuso, the unnamed road that the park is on will be on your left (south), just beyond the bridge over Río Frío. Look for the sign for the Río Celeste Hideaway Hotel. The total drive is 68 kilometers and takes about 1.5 hours.


There’s no direct bus service to the park. Instead, you can take the La Fortuna to Río Celeste Shuttle (departs La Fortuna 7:30am daily, departs park 2pm daily, 1.5 hours, $50 pp round-trip) provided by tour outfitter Arenal Evergreen (tel. 506/2479-8712, www.arenalevergreen.com). Reservations are required.


DAY TRIP TO CAÑO NEGRO WILDLIFE REFUGE


Travel time: 2 hours from La Fortuna


tel. 506/2471-1309, www.sinac.go.cr, 8am-4pm daily, free


Ornithologists and avid birders shouldn’t miss the Caño Negro National Wildlife Refuge (Refugio Nacional de Vida Silvestre Mixto), a 25,000-acre protected area approximately 60 kilometers north of Muelle, sandwiched between Highway 4 and Highway 35. The grassy and marshy swamps here provide some of the country’s best bird-watching opportunities, especially from December to April (the peak bird-watching period spans Feb.-Mar.), when North American waterfowl migrate to the refuge to escape the chilly north. Home to a slew of other wildlife, including monkeys, iguanas, and lizards, the refuge’s most obvious inhabitants are the hundreds of caimans that lurk in its waters and nap on its shores.
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Anhingas are a common sight in Caño Negro Wildlife Refuge.





The most popular way to explore the area is to take a boat tour on Río Frío, the river that borders the refuge. Guided excursions advertised throughout the country as Caño Negro tours are almost always of this kind, unless specified otherwise. Most depart from La Fortuna, although tours to the river can also be arranged from San José or Guanacaste.


Tour operator Canoa Aventura (tel. 506/2479-8200, www.canoa-aventura.com) runs three similar, slow-moving Río Frío float tours (7:30am, 8.5 hours) from La Fortuna daily, on which you can spot birds and other wildlife around the peaceful refuge. The Unique Caño Negro tour ($69 adults, $40 children 4-11) traverses the river in a covered pontoon boat that can protect you from the sun or rain. Alternatively, you can float down the river in a motorized raft during the Caño Negro Eco Safari ($112 pp, min. age 3). For a rare opportunity to go canoeing in Costa Rica, treat yourself to the Caño Negro canoe tour ($112 pp, min. age 5)—it’s Canoa Aventura’s specialty. Each tour option includes a typical Costa Rican lunch served at Canoa Aventura’s own restaurant, El Caimán.


Bird-watching during boat tours is the foremost activity. The list of bird species that call the refuge home is far too long to detail, but sightings of cormorants, herons, owls, anhingas, egrets, ibises, and Costa Rica’s tallest bird, the jabiru stork, are definite draws. The brilliant-pink roseate spoonbills, which I have been fortunate enough to spy in great numbers at the refuge, are always dazzling.


Contained within the refuge is the small community of Caño Negro. To explore the refuge on land, head to El Sitio, a visitors center in the southwest end of Caño Negro. It has a long boardwalk that extends out over the water and provides a 360-degree view of the refuge. Though wheelchair-accessible, the boardwalk has a steep incline and decline. A gazebo at the end of the pathway provides seating so you can enjoy the quiet, natural surroundings in comfort.


Getting There


Most Río Frío tours depart from La Fortuna. If you opt to drive yourself to the refuge from La Fortuna, it’s a 110-kilometer, two-hour drive north on Road 142, Highway 4, Highway 35, and Route 138 to the community of Caño Negro. You’ll pass through the community of Muelle on this drive. A 4x4 vehicle is not required but is good to have on the bumpy Route 138. There is no direct bus service to Caño Negro from La Fortuna.


HOT SPRINGS


La Fortuna’s hot springs offer one of the country’s top experiences for visitors. Hot springs complexes are everywhere you look around Arenal, and competition between them is fierce. All provide an opportunity to reap the therapeutic benefits of soaking in thermal water. The properties vary in size, design, luxury, day-pass duration and price, child-friendliness, and pool variety.


Most complexes have a restaurant on-site and do not allow guests to enter with food or drinks purchased elsewhere. Many offer the option to include lunch or dinner in the cost of their visitors pass. The restaurants offer everything from full table service to a buffet. The food is typically Costa Rican and international cuisine. Tabacón and The Springs Resort & Spa provide the finest dining experiences. Many complexes also have on-site accommodations.


TABACÓN


Road 142, 11 km west of the central church, tel. 506/2479-2000, www.tabacon.com, half-day sessions 10am-2pm or 6pm-10pm daily, visitors pass $70 adults, $28 children 6-11


Tabacón is renowned for the natural, swift-moving, thermal-water river that flows throughout the property and for the beautiful gardens that create a relaxing, romantic atmosphere. Step into the riverbed (water shoes are recommended) or one of five pools for a rejuvenating soak. Although newer luxury developments around Arenal give Tabacón—La Fortuna’s oldest hot springs attraction—a run for its money, this classic site remains a hit among couples and honeymooners. The visitors pass here includes lunch or dinner. Two open-air restaurants adjacent to gardens and the hot springs operate as buffets and provide à la carte options. Reservations are required. The on-site accommodations ($345 s/d) are liked for the classy rooms and fancy bathrooms.
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Tabacón





THE SPRINGS RESORT & SPA


4 km north of Road 142, tel. 506/2401-3313, www.thespringscostarica.com, Cascadas Calientes 8am-10pm daily, Los Perdidos Hot Springs 10am-10pm daily, visitors pass $70 pp 4 years and older


I love the combination of luxury and lush surroundings at The Springs Resort & Spa. The five-story open-air resort offers a panoramic view of Volcán Arenal from every level, multitiered hot springs with waterfalls and swim-up bars, and a waterslide that is as much fun for adults as it is for kids.
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The Springs Resort & Spa





This is the largest hot springs attraction in the region. On the property you’ll find 12 pools, known as the Cascadas Calientes, near the resort’s main building, and seven secluded lagoons, referred to as Los Perdidos, a brief walk away down a paved path. Visit during the day when you can admire the beauty of the resort’s architecture and heliconia gardens or during the evening when the mood is idyllic and romantic. Advance reservations are required during peak periods (Christmas, New Year’s, and Easter). At the four open-air restaurants in the resort’s main building, enjoy Costa Rican and international food and drinks, along with fabulous service. Each one is sophisticated but comfortable, and overlooks the rain forest canopy. The on-site accommodations perfectly fuse rustic decor with luxury.




INDIGENOUS PEOPLE OF COSTA RICA: THE MALEKU


Though the Maleku people represent Costa Rica’s smallest Indigenous group with roughly 600 members, they’re a tight-knit unit that’s actively trying to protect their cultural heritage. Tourism is viewed by many group members as a means to this end. Some individuals and families invite non-Indigenous Costa Ricans and foreign visitors onto their land to learn about the Maleku way of life through organized tours and cultural presentations.


MALEKU INDIGENOUS CULTURAL RESCUE CENTER


Inside the Arenal Mundo Aventura Ecological Park in La Fortuna, the Maleku Indigenous Cultural Rescue Center invites visitors to learn about the culture of the Maleku people. The guided Maleku Indian Village Tour (7am-5pm daily, 2.5 hours, $36 adults, $20 children 4-12) offers a peek into Maleku life. You’ll witness ceremonial rituals performed in cultural dress, learn about the use of food and medicinal plants, and listen to Maleku people speak Jaíca (sometimes spelled Jaíka or Ihaíca)—their traditional language. My favorite part of the experience is when group members explain how birds and other wildlife symbolize virtues such as love, power, and fidelity. The symbols are common throughout Maleku artwork, most notably in fruit, seed, and wood carvings. You can purchase many of these works at the end of the tour.
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a carving by a member of the Maleku Indigenous group





RESERVA INDÍGENA MALEKU


North of La Fortuna, Highway 4 cuts through the region. It passes through the small farming community of San Rafael de Guatuso (simply “Guatuso” to locals), home to the highest concentration of the Indigenous Maleku people.


Guatuso is home to Margarita, Tonjibe, and El Sol, the three primary palenques (communities) that make up the village Reserva Indígena Maleku (Maleku Indigenous Reserve).


An assortment of Maleku cultural centers cluster around Highway 4, a few kilometers southeast of Guatuso. At the Rancho Toji Jifuru (Palenque Tonjibe, 4 km south of Hwy. 4 at Margarita, 4 km southeast of Guatuso, tel. 506/6060-8874, www.malekuindianscostarica.com, 9am daily by guided tour only, 3-4 hours, $65 pp), you can learn about the history of the Maleku people and the importance of their medicinal gardens on a guided walk through the group’s reforestation project. At Rancho Maleku Ní Uríjífa Tafa (Hwy. 4, 3 km southeast of Guatuso, tel. 506/8559-1767, 9am-5pm daily by guided tour only, 2.5 hours, $40 pp), you can attend a cultural charla (talk) about the importance of dress, plants, and art to the Maleku people. Both locales offer demonstrations of traditional ceremonies (advance reservations are required by telephone or through Facebook) and sell original Maleku artwork.
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