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At Home in Costa Rica


[image: image] Are you ready for a change? Is it time to trade your old life for one that’s a little more livable

Costa Rica, a tiny nation of just over 4 million people, is famous for being one of the most stable, peaceful, and just downright enjoyable places in Latin America. The so-called “Switzerland of Central America” has made the right choices, eliminating its army and creating a thriving nation with enviable national parks, high education levels, and excellent health care. It provides a model of green development for other countries and is high on the World Happiness Index, which ranks nations on quality of life rather than gross domestic product.

Yet this is still a wild place, especially outside the heavily populated Central Valley.

There’s nothing like coming face-to-face with a howler monkey perched in a nearby tree, chewing contentedly on a dinner of leaves. You may glimpse a jaguarundi (a small wildcat) along a forest path, or spot a pair of scarlet macaws on the wing. And the landscape here is as alive as the animal kingdom: waves crashing on the beaches, white water churning on the Reventazón River, vines and lianas forming a tropical tangle in the rainforest.
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And despite facile comparisons to retirement havens like Florida, Costa Rica will never be a pink-hued place to nap away your golden years.

There’s a bit of an outlaw quality here. “Totally straight people and outright criminals won’t last here,” quips a long-term expat. And while he may be joking, I think he’s hit on something. Costa Rica is not for the faint of heart, nor for those who insist on imposing an old order on a new experience. “If you want to come here and make it just like home,” I’ve heard from a variety of sources, “just stay home.”
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On the other hand, if you’re ready to take this country on its own terms – to trade your golden dream for the riotously green reality – then come on down.

Beyond all the rational reasons for relocating to Costa Rica, I’ve spoken with a surprising number of expatriates who speak of being “called” here. These are often average North Americans – which is to say logical, restless, and driven. It’s just that they’ve chosen to pay attention to the signals we all get but usually ignore: to slow down, open up, and to find a place where life slows down enough to let them jump onboard. If a voice is telling you to come to Costa Rica, why not listen? However crazily you come to it, it may be the sanest choice you ever make.
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WHAT I LOVE ABOUT COSTA RICA

• Waiters and shopgirls call me mi amor (my love) or mi reina (my queen).

• Fathers and mothers here are so affectionate with their kids.

• Roses and hibiscus, palm trees and pine, all grow in the same Central Valley backyard.

• Less than an hour from downtown San José, you can see a tree full of resplendent quetzals or a troop of playful monkeys.

• In 2010, Ticos elected a female president, Laura Chinchilla; that same year, about 37 percent of deputies in the Costa Rica national assembly were women (while about 17 percent of members of the U.S. Congress were women).

• Erupting volcanoes, burbling hot springs, and the occasional earthquake all remind me that the earth is still a work in progress.

• You’ll never catch this country declaring war; it has no army.
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WELCOME TO COSTA RICA
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WHY PEOPLE COME TO COSTA RICA

At an outdoor café in San José, the capital of Costa Rica, a tourist is talking about his travel plans. “I want to get out of the city,” he says. “See the rest of the island.”

A few hours north, in the town of La Fortuna, another visitor walks into a tour agency within sight of perfectly conical Arenal Volcano. “What I need to know,” she says, “is when they turn the volcano on.”

For all its popularity, Costa Rica draws many people who have a somewhat distorted view of the country. You probably already know that despite lucking out with a disproportionate amount of coastline for such a small nation, Costa Rica is not an island. And if you’ve picked up this book, chances are you want to know more.

Much of what you’ve heard is true. Costa Rica is the most stable and peaceful nation in Central America. It abolished its army in 1949; when Lyndon Johnson visited in 1968, the Costa Ricans had to borrow a cannon from Panama so that they could give him the customary 21-gun salute. The country’s national health care system covers almost all of its citizens, and the quality of care at private clinics is so good that medical tourists flock here for treatment they can’t afford back home. A world model for green development, it protects 25 percent of its territory in parks and aims for total carbon neutrality by 2021.
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In 2010, this country of 4.5 million inhabitants chose its first female president. Shortly after Laura Chinchilla was elected, she asked, “Who gets to decide if a country is developing or developed?” Who indeed? For Costa Rica is more “developed”—in ecological efforts, pacifism, medical care for all, and gender equity in politics—than many supposedly more developed countries.

Still, many parts of Costa Rica have a Wild West feel. If you’re off the beaten track—a place just down the road from the overrun—you’ll be amazed by how untamed this country still is. One of the country’s headiest charms is its biodiversity. Accounting for just 0.03 percent of earth’s landmass, Costa Rica is said to host nearly 5 percent of the planet’s plant and animal species.

The nation is no utopia, of course, and is by no means undiscovered. But even in the hot spots filling up with international expatriates, know that your life here will be radically unlike the one back home. To say that the pace is slower and the language and culture very different only scratches the surface of the new worlds you’ll encounter.

You’ll need to be prepared, and this book will show you the nitty-gritty of life in Costa Rica: working, shopping, banking, buying or building a house, dealing with immigration, and arranging for the best health care. It describes the different parts of the country, from the dry northern Pacific coast to the luxuriant Zona Sur. You’ll read the many case studies of people like you who’ve made the move and are happy to be here. And of course, you’ll come and visit. When you step off the plane into the balmy Costa Rican air, you’ll start to know in your skin and bones whether or not this is the place for you. Do your research, soak up the atmosphere, then make your own decision. The independent attitude you’ll need to thrive here can start right now, as you move through myths and misconceptions and into the heart of the real Costa Rica.

The Lay of the Land

Talk about centrally located. Picture the bent elbow of land that connects North and South America: Costa Rica rests in the crook of that arm, at the northern edge of where North America funnels down into a narrow isthmus separating the Pacific and the Caribbean.

The country lies at the hub of two continents and at the crux of two geographic plates: the Cocos and the Caribbean. In millennia past, the isthmus served as a land bridge, allowing flora and fauna to come up from the south and trickle down from the north. The resulting diversity of plant and animal life is staggering. Imagine 1,400 species of orchids and more than 100 kinds of bats, and you get a taste of the huge feast spread on this small table of a country.

At 50,000 square kilometers (19,305 square miles), Costa Rica is the second-smallest country in Central America after El Salvador. Its Caribbean coastline is a mere 160 kilometers (99 miles) long, while the Pacific coast, with more bays and peninsulas, measures 480 kilometers (298 miles) from the Nicaraguan border to Panama. At its widest—280 kilometers (174 miles)—Costa Rica is still a narrow country that can be traversed in a few hours.

The country doesn’t feel so small when you’re clanking along a rutted back road at 15 kilometers per hour (9 mph), wondering when you’ll hit the next gas station, but it feels very intimate in terms of people. Sometimes the whole country feels like a small town. When I first arrived in San José, I met a North American named Jay who worked as a builder in the northern province of Guanacaste. He said he’d be happy to talk to me about his profession and his adopted country. When later I traveled to Guanacaste, I had, of course, left Jay’s number in my San José apartment. But when I looked up a friend of a San Francisco friend, it turned out he was working construction, and his boss was . . . Jay. Guanacaste, let me add, is not a small town. At around 10,000 square kilometers (3,860 square miles), it’s Costa Rica’s second-largest province, with a population of about 327,000.

This wasn’t an isolated case. The Italian woman I bummed a cigarette from in a San José café? A month later I walked into a yoga class in the Pacific beach town of Nosara, and there she was. Even in the capital city I would often run into friends and acquaintances. And if you live in a small town (most of Costa Rica seems to be made up of small towns), you’ll see people you know about seven times a day. “After a while,” one local admits, “you just smile and nod. How many times can you ask after someone’s kids, their mate, or their health?” But the fact that people do ask after your family and your health, and that they do smile and nod, makes Costa Rica a very friendly place indeed.

COUNTRY DIVISIONS

Costa Rica is divided into seven provinces: San José, Heredia, Alajuela, Cartago, Puntarenas, Guanacaste, and Limón. In every province except Guanacaste, the province and its capital share the same name (Guanacaste’s provincial capital is Liberia). San José, with nearly two million inhabitants, is by far the most populous province, while Puntarenas, which accounts for most of the country’s Pacific coastline, is the largest. The provinces of San José, Cartago, Heredia, and Alajuela fan out from the Central Valley; the latter two stretch north all the way to the Nicaraguan border.

Each province is divided into counties, of which the country has 81. Counties are divided into districts; there are 449 districts in Costa Rica.

Locals also divide the country into “zones,” which have less precise boundaries. There’s the Zona Norte (Northern Zone), composed of the northern parts of Heredia and Alajuela, along with some of inland Guanacaste. From misty mountain towns to fiery Arenal Volcano to Caño Negro’s flocks of roseate spoonbills and snowy egrets, the Zona Norte is nothing if not varied.

The Zona Sur (Southern Zone) is best known for spectacular Corcovado National Park, Costa Rica’s Amazon, which takes up much of the Osa Peninsula. But the zone also includes inland marvels like Cerro Chirripó, at 3,819 meters (12,530 feet) the highest peak in the country, as well as cool and verdant towns like San Vito, not far from the Panamanian border. The large and placid Golfo Dulce (Sweet Gulf) is part of the Zona Sur, as are the fabled beaches along that gulf’s eastern edge: Playa Zancudo and Pavones are the best known of the seemingly endless number.

The Zona Caribe (Caribbean Zone) is almost, but not quite, synonymous with Limón Province—the zone is mainly the Caribbean coast, while the province extends inland into mountain ranges like the mighty Talamanca. Many tourists know of the sea turtle migrations at Tortuguero National Park, some have heard of the famed Salsa Brava wave at Puerto Viejo, but only a select few have visited the indigenous reserves and the vast unexplored wilds inland from Costa Rica’s lesser-known coast.


COSTA RICA FAST FACTS

• Total population: 4,301,712

• Religions: Roman Catholic 76.3 percent, Evangelical 13.7 percent, Jehovah’s Witnesses 1.3 percent, other Protestant 0.7 percent, other 4.8 percent, none 3.2 percent

• Median age: 29.2 years (median age in the U.S. is 37.1; in Canada it’s 41.2)

• Literacy: 94.9 percent

• Official language: Spanish

• Form of government: Democratic republic

• President: Laura Chinchilla Miranda elected in May 2010; term ends May 2014. Costa Rica has two vice presidents. In 2013, the First Vice President is Alfio Piva Mesen; the Second Vice President is Luis Liberman Ginsburg.

• Date of independence from Spain: September 15, 1821

• Military: Costa Rica abolished its military in 1949.

• Bordering Countries: Nicaragua to the north, Panama to the south

• Area: 51,100 square kilometers/19,730 square miles (slightly smaller than West Virginia)

• Highest point: Cerro Chirripó, 3,810 meters (12,500 feet)

• Natural hazards: Occasional earthquakes, hurricanes along Atlantic coast; occasional flooding of lowlands and landslides during rainy season; active volcanoes

• Volcanoes: Arenal (elev. 1,670 meters/5,479 feet), which erupted in 2010, is the most active volcano in Costa Rica; a 1968 eruption destroyed the town of Tabacón. Irazú (elev. 3,432 meters/11,260 feet), situated just east of San José, has the potential to spew ash over the capital city as it did between 1963 and 1965. Other historically active volcanoes include Miravalles, Poás, Rincón de la Vieja, and Turrialba.

• National symbol: The clay-colored robin, known as the Yiguirro
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Costa Rica’s official seal



The Central Valley, sometimes called the Meseta Central or Central Mesa, is the heart of the country. Measuring about 80 by 40 kilometers (50 by 25 miles), the area is ringed by a series of steep-sloped volcanoes, some of them still active. The capital city, San José, lies at the center of the Central Valley, and at 1,150 meters (3,772 feet) elevation it enjoys year-round temperatures between 21°C and 26°C (70-80°F).
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WEATHER

Great weather is one of the country’s big draws. Those who’ve had it up to their wool turtlenecks with cold and snow find relief in Costa Rica’s tropical sun and balmy breezes. The northern province of Guanacaste in particular is a sun-worshipper’s dream, with hardly a drop of rain falling between December and May. The green season brings more rain, but even then showers are usually confined to afternoon and evening hours, with mornings as glorious as ever.

But if you’ve never been a beach person, don’t worry. Even those who prefer cooler climes will thrive here. Temperature in Costa Rica is less a function of season than altitude, and you can fine-tune your weather by going up or down a few hundred meters. If you like an occasional bite in the air, just look for an emerald-green lot on the side of one of the inactive volcanoes, where the sun shines brightly at midday but where dawn and dusk bring cooling mists. At higher elevations you’ll see pine trees alongside vine-draped tropical hardwoods.


JUST HOW HOT IS IT?

If you’re among that minority of world citizens who thinks 32 degrees means you’d better bundle up, it’s time to learn about Celsius. In Costa Rica, 32-degree weather means you’d better break out your bathing suit – it’s almost 90° Fahrenheit. To convert from Celsius to Fahrenheit, multiply by 1.8, then add 32. To convert from Fahrenheit to Celsius, subtract 32, then divide by 1.8.

Below are the average temperatures in major Costa Rican cities on a day in late March:

• Alahuela: 25°C (77°F)

• Golfito: 29°C (84°F)

• Liberia: 29°C (84°F)

• Limón: 26°C (79°F)

• Puntarenas: 28°C (82°F)

• Quepos: 29°C (84°F)

• San José: 23°C (73°F)



The variety of climates means that the natural world is one of the most varied you’ll ever see. Of course it helps that Costa Rica has set aside a quarter of its territory in parks and reserves where rare animals still roam freely. Jaguars, tapirs, sloths, and monkeys call this country’s rainforests home, as do a stunning variety of birds, including 50 species of hummingbirds, various toucans, parrots, and macaws, and the elusive resplendent quetzal, with the male’s iridescent green tail feathers more than three times the length of its body.

EARTHQUAKES AND VOLCANOES

Costa Rica is the child of a volatile but enduring relationship between sections of the earth’s crust that want to have—or rather want to go—their own way. The Caribbean and Coco Plates come together just off Costa Rica’s coast, and the resulting clash produces pent-up geological energy that finds release in earthquakes and volcanic eruptions. Of the county’s many volcanoes, at least five are still active. Watching truck-size hot rocks tumble down Arenal Volcano’s perfect cone is a sight not soon forgotten, but even the wisps of smoke issuing from Rincón de la Vieja are impressive reminders that the earth’s surface is still very much a work in progress.

Earthquakes have also played their part in teaching Ticos to respect the “fire down below.” The colonial capital of Cartago was destroyed by quakes in 1841 and again in 1910. More recently, in 1991 a magnitude 7.5 earthquake rocked the Caribbean and South-Central zones, destroying the San José-Limón railroad and countless roads and bridges. Gentler quakes are commonplace.

Volcanic peaks help make up the country’s four major mountain ranges. In the north, the Cordillera de Guanacaste rises up in a series of peaks that includes Rincón de la Vieja, 1,895 meters (6,217 feet) high and the centerpiece of a national park of the same name. The Cordillera de Tilarán is dominated by Arenal Volcano, one of the most active in the world. Hemming in the Central Valley to the east is the Cordillera Central, which includes Poás, Irazú, Barva, and Turrialba Volcanoes. To the south of the valley surges the Cordillera Talamanca.
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Irazú Volcano

A GREEN REPUBLIC

The varied terrain makes for an amazing number of microclimates, each with its own complicated ecosystem. Incredibly, less than 20 percent of this biodiversity has been scientifically identified, making it all the more important to preserve the land until scientists can catch up with nature. Who knows if a cure for Alzheimer’s or a solution to world hunger lies in the depths of the disappearing rainforest? The National Institute of Biodiversity (INBio), a joint public-private venture, is working hard to find out.

Costa Rica is devoted to protecting its own environment—more than 25 percent of the nation’s territory is set aside in parks and reserves. Still, there are serious challenges. The country doesn’t have the money or human resources to fully enforce environmental laws or patrol preserves. Poachers and lumber companies continue to chip away at the land ringing the protected areas, even making forays into national parks when they think they can get away with it. Another problem has been the government’s inability to pay landowners for the territories expropriated for national parks. Sometimes these uncompensated landowners return to their land and continue farming, mining, or logging it.

Still, with all its problems, Costa Rica is teeming with life, and the country knows that it’s this life that draws tourists. And since tourism is a huge business, there’s yet another incentive to pass—and enforce—laws that protect the environment.

It’s not only the land that boasts so many species; Costa Rica has 10 times as much protected territory underwater as it does on land and is working hard to protect everything from giant sea turtles to shark populations, recently threatened by the practice of “finning”—removing fins for the Asian markets in which they are a delicacy, while leaving the rest of the mutilated shark to a watery grave.
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Sloths are just one example of Costa Rica’s biodiversity.

On a happier note, the Tourism Institute has created a Bandera Azul (Blue Flag) program to recognize beach towns that commit to cleaning up their act. Program assessors not only look at whether there’s trash on the beach, but also judge waste disposal, security issues, and environmental education efforts. More and more beaches, on both the Pacific and Caribbean coasts, are working to be green enough to fly the blue flag.

Local newspapers are filled with accounts of struggles to balance industries like fishing, mining, large-scale agriculture, and oil exploration with protection of the land. Some call Costa Rica hypocritical for billing itself a “green republic” while still allowing some exploitation of its natural resources, but it seems inevitable that there will be conflict and compromise along the road to balancing all the country’s needs. Those who lament the sometimes slow progress and backsliding often take matters into their own hands, joining forces with national and international conservation organizations or even buying up land so developers won’t be able to get their hands on it.

NATIONAL PARKS

The strength and importance of the National Conservation Area System (SINAC) is all the more impressive when you realize it began very recently—in the 1970s. And Costa Rica’s 26 national parks are just the tip of the iceberg; there are also more than 100 reserves and refuges that seek to protect varied habitats and ecosystems for both present and future generations.

One of the most popular parks is Manuel Antonio on the central Pacific coast, with its beaches bordered by wildlife-rich rainforest and its location only a few hours from San José. Also popular and even closer to the capital are Braulio Carrillo, a teeming, dripping forest that you can see via aerial tram if you’d rather not get your shoes muddy; and stunning Irazú Volcano, from which on a clear day you can see both coastlines. A little more effort is required to get to two other popular parks: the Caribbean coast’s Tortuguero, with its canals, crocodiles, turtles, manatees, and teeming bird population; and Corcovado, on the lushly wild Osa Peninsula, where tapirs and jaguars roam.
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entrance to Tortuguero National Park

Significantly more effort is required to reach Isla de Cocos, 532 kilometers (331 miles) off the country’s Pacific shore. Protected as a park in 1978 and declared a UNESCO World Heritage Site in 1997, this uninhabited island is a favorite of scuba divers who come for the rays, dolphins, and hammerhead sharks. Isla de Cano, just off Drake’s Bay on the Osa Peninsula, is another island reserve known for its undersea life. Isla San Lucas, near Puntarenas, is Costa Rica’s version of Alcatraz, where the ruins of an old penitentiary sit on a wildlife-rich isle.

After you’ve visited the big guns of the system, it’s a pleasure to start exploring the lesser-known and less-visited reserves, where you might not see anyone else on the path for hours or even days.

One exciting development in the park system is the founding of international reserves. Parque Nacional la Amistad (Friendship Park) is a 622,000-hectare (1.5-million-acre) tract of remote forest that straddles the Costa Rica-Panama border. Up north, Sí-a-Paz (Yes to Peace) Park seeks to protect one of the last great stands of rainforest, shared by Costa Rica and Nicaragua. Extending even farther and involving more nations, the Mesoamerican Biological Corridor aims to create a protected passageway from Mexico all the way to Colombia. The isthmus once served as a land bridge for migrating species; the hope is that soon it will be able to serve that function once again.



THE MYSTERY OF THE SPHERES
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In the southern Pacific region of Costa Rica, perfectly spherical sculptures made of granite, andesite, and sedimentary stone have been found. Some you can hold in your hand; others weigh up to 900 kilograms (1 ton) and are 2.4 meters (8 feet) in diameter. These bolas (spheres) are found nowhere else, and it has long been a mystery how these apparently ceremonial objects – found along riverbeds and in cemeteries – were transported up to 30 kilometers (nearly 19 miles) from the source of the stone to where those remaining now stand like sentinels to a lost world. How the ancients made them so perfectly round has also long been debated.

Theories abound and are all over the map. Erich von Däniken, in his Chariots of the Gods, proposes that they came from extraterrestrials; others have speculated that the spheres were shaped and polished at the base of thundering waterfalls, tumbling like ball bearings until smooth and perfectly round. Many experts believe they were formed by heating and cooling the stone – causing it to slough off layers – then chipping and finally polishing the stone through abrasion.

Whatever their origin, the bolas have become a symbol of Costa Rica and can be seen in parks, museums, and wealthy homes. Some can still be visited at their original sites, in places like Caño Island off the Osa Peninsula.




BIODIVERSITY


You may know that tiny Costa Rica is a giant in terms of all the animals and plants you can see here, but have you thought about why the country supports so many different kinds of life? First, it has a neotropical climate: a warm, humid, predictable environment with an almost constant food supply. Second, it has a great variety of habitats or eco-zones—from high cloud forest to lowland swamp—that support different kinds of plants and animals. Third, the country is part of a land bridge that millions of years ago connected the North and South American continents, allowing animals and plants from the south to come up and those from the north to trickle down. They met in Costa Rica (and neighboring Panama) and, lucky for us nature lovers, they decided to stay. And if you’re a nature lover, the flora and fauna may factor into your decision to stay as well.

GETTING AROUND

With all the wild and rugged corners of this country, you might imagine that to get anywhere you’d need several weeks and a pair of seven-league boots. Not so. Costa Rica is small enough that you can snorkel the Caribbean in the morning and surf the Pacific in the afternoon. And if you choose to fly instead of drive, puddle jumpers will speed you to places that used to require a full day (or two) of journeying. A 40-minute flight from San José puts you in Golfito (an eight-hour drive) for a day of sportfishing, then you can hop back up for a gourmet dinner in San José.

Those on a budget will appreciate the extensive network of buses that can take you anywhere in the country for no more than US$15. Buses run often, they run on time, and most are as comfortable as the Greyhounds you’ve ridden back home.
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A small plane approaches the Tortuguero airport.

Renting a car is another option. A four-wheel drive will be your best bet, so that you won’t be denied if a highway suddenly peters out into rutted track. It’s exhilarating not to have to stop for anything—not even a river—to get where you want to go. For those accustomed to glassy-smooth interstate highways, Costa Rica’s roads will come as a shock, but soon enough you’ll be four-wheeling with the best of them. Getting back on an easy track even starts to be somewhat of a disappointment, like eating a hot dog after you’ve been chewing on a char-grilled steak.

Getting to Costa Rica is easy. You don’t need a visa—just a valid passport. Airfares from the United States and Canada are quite reasonable (typically US$450-850, depending on your departure city) and sometimes downright cheap. At the airport you can get a stamp on your passport saying you have up to 90 days in the country. And if you have no interest in San José, international flights now speed you to Liberia, only half an hour from some of the best beaches in Guanacaste.

Social Climate

“Stay a week and you think you know a country,” goes the old adage. “Stay a year and you know you never will.” When you first arrive in Costa Rica, you may be struck by how similar it is to the United States, especially in and around the capital city of San José. You’ll see the same fast-food franchises, like McDonald’s and KFC; the same stores, from Foot Locker to Office Max; and the same products in U.S.-style supermarkets, even Häagen-Dazs ice cream and Celestial Seasonings teas. Food labels are almost always in Spanish and English, and at ATMs you can opt for instructions in English.

When there’s a problem here, people dial 911, just like in the States. On TV, many programs and even commercials are in English. In U.S.-style multiplex theaters in U.S.-style malls, you’ll see trailers for the latest Hollywood movies as you munch on overpriced hot dogs and popcorn. And just like back home, you can drink the water—probably one of the most profound differences between Costa Rica and its Latin American neighbors. Somehow that small fact looms large and is one of the many reasons North Americans feel comfortable here.

Stay a little longer and you start to notice the differences. “The idea that we’re all the same is a myth,” opines Joy Rothke, a freelance writer who moved to La Fortuna in 2002. “Sure, there may be superficial commonalities, but deep down, Costa Rican culture is very, very different from U.S. culture.” This is doubly true for towns outside of the populous Central Valley.

STANDARD OF LIVING

Newcomers to Costa Rica are often surprised that the country doesn’t have that Third World shantytown look that they were expecting of a Central American “banana republic.” Indeed, Costa Rica is a relatively well-off nation that takes care of its own much better than many more developed countries. Everyone here has access to decent health care and education, which makes for infant mortality rates comparable to Canada and the United States, and literacy rates that rival those of Europe. People look healthy, and even those with little money take care to dress in clean, new-looking clothes. If you see someone with holes in his jeans, he’s almost certainly a tourist, affecting a down-and-out look while no doubt having more money in his pocket than the smartly dressed locals.



WHAT’S A TICO?
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Costa Ricans call themselves “Ticos.”



Costa Ricans love nicknames; they even have one that covers the entire population of their country. They call themselves “Ticos,” after the local habit of adding the diminutive to as many words as possible. While other Spanish speakers are likely to add ito to make a word like chico (small) even smaller (chiquito), Costa Ricans would say chiquitico. “Ya voy en un minutico” is Tico for “I’ll be there in a tiny little minute.” Of course, another Tico habit is lateness, so that tiny little minute may be closer to a big fat hour.



Life here is not cheap, but it can be less expensive than living in the United States or Canada, depending on your lifestyle. A single person can live modestly on US$1,000 to US$1,200 a month, and a couple can live frugally but not without a few frills for perhaps US$2,000-2,500 a month. Travel within this small but wondrously varied country could be one of those frills, since buses are a bargain, and there are plenty of reasonably priced beachfront or mountaintop hotels.

Real estate is affordable, much more so if you stay away from the hottest markets, like well-known beach towns or upscale suburbs of San José. Labor here is cheap, so building a house won’t cost as much as it would up north. Some areas have overestimated the appetite for condos, bad news for developers but good news for those looking for better prices.

POLITICAL AND ECONOMIC STABILITY

Costa Rica enjoys one of the most stable democratic governments in all of Latin America and an economy that has long attracted foreign investors. In 1983 President Luis Alberto Monge described the country’s stance as one of “permanent, active, and unarmed neutrality.” Ticos believe this “active” peace can only be sustained through social justice and economic development.

To help foster development, the government here offers incentives to foreign businesses, including tax breaks and exemptions from some export tariffs. Big and small companies come to Costa Rica because of the solid telecommunications network, an educated workforce, and a high standard of living.

Multinational corporations with branches in Costa Rica include Intel, Hewlett-Packard, Colgate-Palmolive, Monsanto, and Pfizer. All the baseballs used in the U.S. Major Leagues are sewn by hand in one small Costa Rican town called Turrialba.

It’s easy for a foreigner to start a business here—you can do it even if you only have a tourist visa. Many expats work successfully in the burgeoning tourist sector, starting restaurants, hotels, and tour companies. Many say that although there are, of course, regulations to learn about and follow, in general there exist fewer constraints on businesses here than in their home countries.

UNIVERSAL HEALTH CARE AND PRIVATE CLINICS

In 2012 a study by the Commonwealth Fund found that one in four Americans went without medical insurance for at least part of the previous year. That means that more than 48 million U.S. citizens were without health insurance. There are valiant efforts to improve the situation, but it will be a long time before people in the United States have the same level of care—in terms of the percentage of the population with access to medical care—as the residents of Costa Rica have enjoyed for decades. Costa Rica has made a commitment to provide health care to all of its residents, and even visitors can take advantage of the high-quality, low-cost care. For a small monthly fee (usually under US$50 and sometimes considerably less), residents become part of the public system that includes everything from drugs to dentistry as well as care in public clinics and hospitals. It used to be that foreigners who were legal residents could choose whether or not to be part of the system; now they are obligated to become part of it, even if you plan to use private insurance for your medical bills. If you’re not a legal resident, you can sign on with the INS, the state insurance provider—this route lets you choose your own doctor. International policies like Blue Cross-Blue Shield are accepted at the excellent private hospitals and clinics. If you have no insurance and don’t want to join up with the public system, you can pay out-of-pocket and still spend one-third less than you would in the United States.

If you’re cringing, thinking of Third World hospitals with poor hygiene and badly trained staff, think again. The University of Costa Rica has one of the most respected medical schools in all of Central America and the Caribbean, and many doctors do further study in Europe, Canada, or the United States. Hospitals often have up-to-date equipment, and the three major private clinics have international (JCI) accreditation. Confidence in the system is expressed by the number of people who come to Costa Rica just to have surgery, whether a face-lift or a triple bypass.

AWARD-WINNING FRIENDLINESS

It has long been agreed that Costa Ricans are very friendly, but a few years ago science confirmed that impression. A 2003 study published in American Scientist revealed that, of 23 cities worldwide, San José ranked number two in Latin America in terms of friendliness (Rio de Janeiro came in first). The six-year study measured “simple acts of kindness,” ranging from whether passersby returned a dropped pen to whether a blind man got help crossing a street. The Costa Rican capital received consistently high marks in every category. Robert Levine, the head of the study, commented that the cities with the friendliest inhabitants were ones where the pace of life was slower, and where the culture emphasized the value of social harmony.


EXPAT EXPERIENCE: THE JOURNEY OF MARY ANN JACKSON

Born in Kentucky in the 1940s, Mary Ann Jackson thought her name suited her fine until one day around the year 2000. She was working at Family Court in Brooklyn, New York, and her client that day was a stately black woman in a bright yellow print native dress and head wrap. Elegant and imposing, the woman had a presence so powerful that all eyes in the room were drawn to her. When she spoke, her voice was equally impressive – a deep and rich sound that boomed through the cramped institutional rooms.

“It was a place where we didn’t get to laugh a lot,” says Mary Ann of her old job. “My boss likened it to a jurisprudence MASH unit. Sometimes it felt like the misery had seeped into the walls.” Mary Ann had never seen a woman so fully in possession of herself and her mature beauty. It turned out the woman’s name was Ruby, a jewel of a name for a jewel of a woman. Mary Ann told Ruby how much she loved her name. Ruby looked at Mary Ann for a long moment, seeming to take in Mary Ann’s entire life in one glance. “It’s yours,” she pronounced regally. “I give it to you. It will make you smile.”

Mary Ann did not take such a gift lightly. She recognized it for what it was: a chance to remake herself, to try on a new identity or circle back to one she’d lost sight of. Mary Ann had been feeling for a long time that she needed a change, something that would take her out of Brooklyn and release her from the persona that she’d settled into over the years. And so, tentatively at first and then with more confidence, she began to embrace her new name, which was all about confidence and daring. She told new friends she’d been born Mary Ann but had recently been renamed Ruby, which felt like a part of her that had always been there but had never before been named.

The new name coincided with the working out of a new plan: to take early retirement and move abroad. She didn’t want to wait until she turned 65 to get a reprieve; she knew that her new life hinged on having the courage to make big changes, and soon.

Though not born in Brooklyn, Mary Ann has a big Brooklyn personality: feisty and fearless. She’s had a full life, with lots of work, travel, men, and a gaggle of nieces and nephews who adore her. She has a streak of giddy spontaneity that means she’s pretty much up for anything, anytime. But she’s also a practical girl who has a mania for doing her homework and plotting her course. Not one but two people – a psychic and a man who gave her a battery of psychological tests in the course of a job interview – have told her that she would have made an excellent general.

And it’s the combination of those two character traits – throwing caution to the wind while making sure she knows exactly which way that wind is blowing – that makes her the perfect candidate for relocation to an exotic locale.

Costa Rica wasn’t first on her list. “First, I worked my way down the East Coast,” she says. “Both coasts of Florida, into Louisiana – New Orleans almost had me except for the mosquitoes and the heat. Texas, then Ireland, which isn’t cheap anymore. I checked out Belize, but the infrastructure and medical care sucked; I have no intention of being flown to Miami for an emergency operation.

“Then a friend went to Costa Rica, and when she told me about it, bingo! It was close enough, had great medical care, decent infrastructure, lots of Americans and Canadians, cheap living.”

When she got to Costa Rica, she wasn’t disappointed. The country was not only gorgeous but it worked. Mary Ann visited four times before moving down for good, exploring the Central Valley (she wanted a temperate climate) and working out logistical details, from visas to real estate possibilities. The Association of Residents of Costa Rica (ARCR) was an enormous help, says Mary Ann, as was her lawyer back in Brooklyn, who convinced her that the move was doable on a financial level. She owned an apartment building in Brooklyn – the rent from the other apartments made her mortgage, and the rent from her own apartment along with her pension provided the income she would need to live well in Costa Rica. A little later into her move, she sold the apartment building and is now able to live even better than she expected, traveling at least three times a year to Europe, the United States, or more exotic locales.

Even more important than the financial details, for Mary Ann there’s something special about this country, something hard to put into words.

“What’s funny,” she says, “is that I ran around telling everybody I was retiring to Costa Rica before I even went there. I just knew.”

When Mary Ann came down for good in October 2004, she lived in a homestay in Heredia for about nine months, studying Spanish at a nearby language school. Then, with the help of a real estate agent, she rented a sprawling four-bedroom house in the verdant hills above Heredia, plunging headfirst into furnishing the new place (she loves garage sales) and bringing the garden back to life. She’s still in close contact with her homestay family, making Thanksgiving dinner for them and visiting them for raucous card parties and coffee klatches.

She’s got new friends, a new house, and a new country. As if that weren’t enough, friends and family from the States visit regularly, and she continues to travel the world. She’s busier than she ever imaged a retired person could be. Brooklyn Family Court is far, far away, and she’s finally found a place where she can be Ruby full-time.



And outside of the urban areas, where life is slower, people are even friendlier. In small towns, everyone greets everyone else on the street, and citizens pitch in when their neighbors need help. Need to get to a bigger town? Start walking and you’ll almost certainly get offered a ride. Need someone to look after your kids? Small-town folks routinely and casually trade child-care duties. If your car gets stuck in the mud, before you know it you’ll have half a dozen people there to help you push it out. And the more generous you are, the more it comes back to you. Social scientists would call it reciprocity. Whatever you call it, it makes Costa Rica a very nice place to live.


WHY PEOPLE COME TO COSTA RICA


More and more North Americans are looking for a place to start a new life—whether it’s for retirement, a career change, or plying one’s current profession in a new market. Millions are choosing to live abroad, with many drawn to the physical beauty and lower prices of places like Costa Rica.

Many North American workers have been “made redundant” by ongoing corporate efforts to reduce operating costs. Other workers retain jobs that they feel are sucking the life out of them, and they dream of a time when they can get back in touch with themselves and with simple pleasures. Many fantasize about a place where the living is cheaper and the pace more humane. Parents of young children may long for an environment where kids can be immersed in another language and culture, one that emphasizes basic human values over relentless accomplishment and acquisition.

And for those approaching retirement age (or already there), places like Costa Rica are looking better and better. Persons over age 65 make up one of the fastest-growing segments of the U.S. population, and many hit retirement with modest pensions and little savings. For those on a budget, Costa Rica is a place to live well for less.

Of course, Costa Rica is no paradise, and in fact it may be a victim of its own popularity. Tourism has mushroomed into an industry sometimes at odds with environmental protection. The influx of foreign visitors and residents can strain basic infrastructure in this country of about 4.5 million. “We weren’t ready for all of you,” laughs Anabelle Furtado, a Costa Rica native who worked for the Association of Residents of Costa Rica (ARCR). Economic hard times have meant cuts in previously flush social services, and locals complain that foreigners, with their easy spending habits, drive up prices on everything from pineapples to a four-bedroom house. And as in most other countries, crime and other social ills are on the rise.

Still, the benefits outweigh the problems. Costa Rica has an appealing combination of the exotic and the familiar. It’s a far-off land less than three hours by air from Miami, an international destination with a decidedly local feel, a sophisticated place where life is still fueled by basic human warmth.




HISTORY, GOVERNMENT, AND ECONOMY



History


REMNANTS OF THE PAST


INDIGENOUS CULTURE TODAY


AFRO-COSTA RICANS IN HISTORY


THE COLONIAL ERA


INDEPENDENCE AND EARLY NATIONHOOD


A PIVOTAL DECADE


THE MODERN ERA


Government


EXECUTIVE BRANCH


LEGISLATURE


JUDICIAL SYSTEM


BIG GOVERNMENT


POLITICAL PARTIES AND ELECTIONS


Economy


COFFEE, BANANAS, AND BEEF CATTLE


NEW INDUSTRY


U.S. INFLUENCE


THE PRICE OF A LOAN


GOVERNMENT MONOPOLIES AND FREE TRADE


GAMBLING AND SPORTS BOOKS


STABILITY


For nearly a century, Costa Rica has been an island of stability in an often turbulent sea. Although the country has much in common with its Central American neighbors, the differences are perhaps even more striking. Costa Rica has an enviable political and economic climate, a high standard of living, and a commitment to peace underlined by the abolition of its army.


Travel farther back in time and we see a pre-Columbian crossroads where cultures from the south and the north met and merged. Fast-forward a few centuries and we find ourselves in one of the poorest backwaters of the opulent and cruel Spanish colonial empire—a territory that, ironically, became the most prosperous of Central American nations.
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One of modern-day Costa Rica’s big drawing points is its political stability. Since 1948 power has changed hands peacefully and democratically. Ticos elect a new president every four years, just as in the United States, and Costa Rica has a similar system of checks and balances, composed of the executive, judicial, and legislative branches of government. The economy is steady and strong enough to attract a host of multinational corporations—from Abbott Labs to Intel. This stability and the fact that Costa Rica works in ways familiar to North Americans makes it an attractive place for expats to live and do business.


History


Tens of thousands of years ago, early settlers in what is now Costa Rica hunted mastodon and giant sloth, tracking their prey through dripping tropical forests. Between 8000 and 4000 BC, these nomadic bands learned to domesticate plants, and around the first century, they made the transition to farming. Sedentary life brought on a more complex social hierarchy and division of labor. Instead of making only tools for hunting, like stone spearheads and knives, people began creating farming implements and vessels to cook and store their food.


Located on an isthmus between two great continents, Costa Rica was a meeting place for cultures from the south and the north. From South America came yucca, sweet potatoes, coca leaves for chewing, and Andean gold-working techniques. Native Americans from the southern forests and Caribbean coast of Costa Rica traded with the peoples of Panama, Colombia, and Ecuador. Other parts of the country—especially the Gran Nicoya, located in what is now Guanacaste—were more influenced by Mesoamerican cultures to the north. From Mesoamerica came corn, beans, jade, hieroglyphic books, the practice of filing teeth to points, and certain pottery styles still in use today.


There were cultural and linguistic differences among the many indigenous groups, but the groups also had a lot in common. Most were matrilineal, and some—including the Chibchas and the Diquís—are said to have been matriarchal. Religious beliefs pivoted on the conviction that not only animals and plants were alive but that even natural phenomena like rivers and stones were animate and possessed their own spirits. Funeral rites implied a belief in an afterlife—ritual objects and even slaves were buried with the bodies of powerful women and men.


People congregated in large and small settlements, and the village was, according to Molina and Palmer in The History of Costa Rica, “the axis of everyday life, which was taken up by agriculture, crafts, commerce, and war.” Ethnic groups and villages banded together to form cacigazcos (chiefdoms), and cacigazcos sometimes unified into larger political and military alliances called señoríos.


In the northwestern part of what’s now Costa Rica, the cacigazcos of the Gran Nicoya, influenced by Maya, Aztec, and Olmec cultures, practiced human sacrifice and cannibalism. Three times a year, on dates coinciding with the corn harvest, the nobility dressed in their finery, drank chicha (corn liquor), and presided over the ritual murder of five or six preselected women and men. These chosen few had their hearts cut out, their heads chopped off, and their bodies rolled down the side of the temple—to later be eaten as the most sacred of food.


War was widespread and was waged for a variety of reasons: to expand or defend territory, to gain access to trade routes, or to take prisoners for slave labor or, in the case of women of childbearing age, to serve as breeders. In some areas, like the Diquís region in southern Costa Rica, both men and women went into battle together.




WHITE PEOPLE ARE LEAF-CUTTER ANTS


In the book Taking Care of Sibö’s Gifts, coauthor Gloria Mayorga, of the Kekoldi Indigenous Reserve on Costa Rica’s Caribbean coast, writes of the mythic origin of white people:


The origin of white people is the King of Leaf-Cutter Ants. Just look at the leaf-cutter ants, how they all work together cleaning and clearing the land around their nests. Where the leaf-cutter ants live, all the vegetation is gone because they cut every last leaf and take them back to their big nests. That’s how the white man is. He works very hard, but he destroys nature. He chops down all the trees to make his cities, and where he lives all the vegetation is gone. There is nothing there. The white man cuts down everything that is green, and where he lives there are no trees, no rivers, no animals. He destroys everything in his path.





REMNANTS OF THE PAST


The National Museum estimates that in Costa Rica today, there are at least 2,000 archaeological sites, most of which are still buried in deep forest or under mounds of earth. The region that was the Gran Nicoya, now in Guanacaste, has the most sites, but the most accessible and fully excavated site is Guayabo, now a national monument. Located on the southern flank of Turrialba Volcano in the Central Valley, Guayabo shows us the remains of a settlement at its height between 1000 BC and AD 1400, when an estimated 10,000 people lived in its conical structures and walked its cobblestoned streets. An aqueduct system built more than 2,000 years ago still functions today.


Other sites take more effort to find and visit. Until Costa Rica can devote time and expertise to more excavations, locals will probably continue to stumble upon old stone roads and pre-Columbian artifacts half-buried in cattle pastures or strewn along centuries-old rainforest paths.


One type of relic that is puro Tico (purely Costa Rican) is the bola, stone spheres found mostly in the southern part of the country near the Valley of Diquís. Researchers still can’t say for sure how they were made or what their function was, but some of these strangely moving sculptures measure more than two meters across and weigh several tons. There are a few at the National Museum, which may whet your appetite to see others in their original context, like the ones on Caño Island off the Osa Peninsula. Since the spheres are found nowhere else in the world, they have become a symbol for Costa Rica, and you’ll see the bola motif worked into the architecture of government buildings and upscale homes.


INDIGENOUS CULTURE TODAY


For years it was thought that as few as 30,000 people were living in Costa Rica when the Spaniards arrived. This figure supported the myth that the country has little indigenous heritage, but more recent scholarship puts the number at between 400,000 and 500,000.
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At Guayabo National Monument, one can still see the circular stone foundations of pre-Columbian wooden huts built in the 1300 or 1400s.


The half-million people here when Columbus landed in 1502 were reduced to 120,000 by 1569 and whittled down to 10,000 by 1611, mostly due to infectious diseases brought by the Spaniards. The 2011 census counted 104,143 indigenous persons (in a nation of 4.3 million), but one of the few books on indigenous Costa Rican culture by indigenous authors, Taking Care of Sibö’s Gifts, by Paula Palmer, Juanita Sánchez, and Gloria Mayorga, says that fewer than 25,000 people here “retain a cultural identity as indigenous people.” Whatever the true figure, native peoples make up only about 1 percent of the national population. Many live on one of 22 reserves, which collectively make up about 6 percent of national territory.


Quite a decline, to be sure. But some aspects of indigenous culture have survived since the arrival of Europeans, and other features are being revived. The largest ethnic groups are the Cabécar and the Bribrí, concentrated on the Caribbean coast and in the Talamanca mountains. Both groups actively work to maintain and revive their language and customs, as well as adapt tourism to their own needs, allowing a few visitors onto their reserves for cultural and natural history tours. When I took a tour of the Kekoldi Reserve (within which Cabécares and Bribrí live), a native guide walked us through mud and heavy brush to a spectacular waterfall deep within the reserve, stopping along the way to point out trees and vines traditionally used for medicinal purposes.


In the 1970s, legislatures passed the Ley Indígena (Indigenous Law), establishing autonomous governing structures within the existing indigenous reserves. During the same period, CONAI (the National Commission for Indian Affairs) was established, but indigenous people felt it did not represent them and so created their own organization in 1981, the Pablo Preserve Indigenous Association. Members of both organizations work to forge alliances between various indigenous groups within Costa Rica and to reach out to similar groups throughout the Americas. They also try to maintain the reserves, which are threatened on all sides: by mining and lumber companies, hydroelectric projects, tourism, and nonindigenous peasants who want land to farm. The government still holds deed to all reserves and has been known to cut deals with outside companies at the expense of indigenous land and autonomy.


Besides trying to revive their customs, indigenous groups are also looking to their economic future. In 1995, for example, the Cabécares and Bribrí created their own bank, the Banco Indígena de Talamanca, which they say is “neither a private nor state bank. It is a bank of and for Indians.”




ETHNIC MAKEUP OF COSTA RICA


• Total population: 4,301,712


• Indigenous: 104,143 (2.4 percent)


• Black: 45,228 (1 percent)


• Chinese: 9,170 (0.2 percent)


• White or mestizo: 3,597,847 (83.6 percent)


• Mulatto: 289,209 (7 percent)


• Other: 36,334 (0.84 percent)


• None of the above: 124,641 (2.8 percent)


• Undeclared: 95,140 (2.2 percent)


Figures are from the 2011 census. For matters of race, those interviewed self-identify, telling the census worker into which racial or ethnic category they think they fall. Consequently, different people may have different definitions of terms. In general “mestizo” is a term used in Latin America to denote someone of mixed European and indigenous heritage, while “mulatto” is a term for someone of mixed European and African heritage.





In Costa Rica today there are at least eight indigenous cultures: the Bribrí of the southern Caribbean coast; the Cabécar of the Talamanca mountains; the Guaymi, who live along the Panamanian border; the Térraba and Boruca of southern Costa Rica; the Malecu of northern Alajuela Province; the Huetar, who live near Ciudad Colón and Puriscal in the Central Valley; and the Chorotega of Guanacaste and the Nicoya Peninsula.


AFRO-COSTA RICANS IN HISTORY


A small number of people of African descent were brought to Costa Rica as slaves shortly after the Spanish conquest of the territory, but it wasn’t until around 1870 that the black community in Costa Rica began to grow by leaps and bounds. At that time a large number of Jamaicans and smaller numbers of other Caribbean islanders were hired to build the Atlantic railroad, which has since fallen into disuse.


Migrations continued into the 20th century and included Jamaican Marcus Garvey, who arrived in 1910 and worked briefly on the United Fruit Company’s banana plantations in Limón. Garvey would later found the Black Star Line and become an international icon in the movement for black nationalism and self-reliance (known in the 1920s as the “back to Africa” movement).


The Black Star Line was an all-black steamship company that transported cargo and passengers between Costa Rica, Jamaica, Panama, Haiti, Cuba, and the United States. The Costa Rican headquarters was in Puerto Limón, and the Black Star Line building there did double duty as Costa Rica’s branch of Garvey’s Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA).


Garvey’s stay on Costa Rican soil was short but memorable. It was while working on Limón plantations that he was reinforced in his belief that black people were victims of prejudice on a worldwide scale. Garvey encouraged workers to form unions and start newspapers, to make public the struggles of workers in general and black workers in particular. Within a year of his arrival, Garvey was expelled from Costa Rica. Some accounts say it was for harassing the British Consul, while others maintain it was his activism that got him ousted.
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Pre-Columbian bowl


The Black Star Line building still stands and is now one of Limón’s most important cultural centers, the venue for many of the events that culminate in Black Culture Day every August 31.


Puerto Limón is the city with the largest Afro-Costa Rican population, estimated to be about 35-40 percent. In the province of Limón, the figure is around 15 percent, while nationwide the black population is officially given at about 1 percent.


Chinese-Costa Ricans in History


The first Chinese in Costa Rica came from Guangzhou (historically known as Canton) to the Pacific Coast port of Puntarenas. A Chinese colony began to form in the area. In fact, the city of Puntarenas was so widely known among those looking to emigrate from China that many mistook the city’s name for that of the entire country.


Twice—in 1862 and again in 1896—the Costa Rican government prohibited immigration of “Orientals,” claiming “that race is hurtful to the progress of the Republic.” The laws were quickly repealed when cheap labor was needed, as in 1873 when 600 Chinese were allowed to immigrate and then were paid one-fifth of the going wage to help build the Atlantic railroad.


Nowadays, China has become an important trading partner and a source of funding for new infrastructure (also see Looking to the East: Free Trade with China on here). Besides giving or loaning money for a new national stadium and an expansion of the state oil refinery, in 2011 China contributed US$1 million to create a Chinatown in the capital city of San José. The new neighborhood, near the pedestrian-only Paseo de los Estudiantes, was built on an existing cluster of Chinese restaurants and markets, along with the Chinese Cultural Center and a branch of Cathay Bank.
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There are plans to convert Marcus Garvey’s old house into a museum, but right now it serves as an apartment complex.


The two best-known Chinese-Costa Ricans are NASA astronaut Franklin Chang-Diaz and Harry Shum Jr. of the television show Glee.


THE COLONIAL ERA


On his fourth and final trip to the New World, Cristóbal Colón (Christopher Columbus, to English speakers) landed in September 1502 at what is now Puerto Limón on Costa Rica’s Caribbean coast. His four ships had been damaged by storms, and his crew of 135—one-third of whom were young men between the ages of 13 and 18—badly needed a break.


The indigenous people of the area welcomed the new arrivals, swimming out to the ships with gifts of finely woven cloth and pendants made of tumbago, an alloy of copper and gold. These necklaces, among other finds, convinced arriving Europeans that the area was rich in mineral deposits, and later the region was named Costa Rica, or Rich Coast.


In fact, Costa Rica turned out to be one of Spain’s poorest colonies, and this lack of wealth made it a backwater of the empire for the next several hundred years. Thick forests, impassable mountains, and raging rivers didn’t help matters. Settlers had a rough time of it, and they often lived like the “savages” they had come to conquer, dressing in clothing made of pounded bark, employing native farming methods, and using cacao beans as money when paper bills and metal coins ran out.


Early Settlements


Sixty years after Columbus’s arrival, Juan de Cavallón founded what was to become the first permanent settlement in Costa Rica, named Garcimuñoz in 1561 and located in what is now the Río Oro de Santa Ana region of the Central Valley. Towns had been founded earlier on both coasts, but most didn’t last long as settlers battled harsh conditions, lack of supplies, infighting among the townspeople, and attacks from pirates and what were then called indios bravos (wild Indians). Garcimuñoz was moved and renamed several times until it ended as Cartago, which would become the colonial capital.


In The Ticos, coauthors Mavis, Richard, and Karen Biesanz characterize Spanish Costa Rica as “the Cinderella of Spanish colonies, [which was] taxed, scolded, ignored, and kept miserably poor. An isolated and neglected province of the captaincy general of Guatemala, it was unable to raise enough revenue to pay its own administrative expenses. Its clergy was subordinate to the bishop of León in Nicaragua, who rarely visited.”


In addition, the colonial practice of encomienda, in which European invaders were granted land that didn’t belong to them and allowed to extract labor or tribute from the true owners (indigenous people), never really took hold in Costa Rica, in part because the indigenous people either died from disease, headed for the hills, or offered up armed resistance to the idea that they should become slaves on their own land.
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a wooden saint from Costa Rica’s colonial period


So instead of the vast encomiendas found elsewhere in Central America, in Costa Rica small family-owned farms were more the norm, and even governors were said to work their own land. This was less true in Guanacaste, where enormous cattle ranches were worked by not only indigenous people but also by black slaves. Guanacaste was part of the richer colony of Nicaragua until just after both countries declared independence from Spain, when it chose to ally itself with poor but peaceful Costa Rica over wealthy but war-torn Nicaragua.


Many historians believe that Costa Rica’s poverty during the colonial era actually helped to lay the foundation for a democratic nation of equals, where all struggled just to survive and where class differences were not as pronounced as elsewhere.


INDEPENDENCE AND EARLY NATIONHOOD


When, in September 1821, the captaincy general of Guatemala declared independence from Spain, Costa Rica didn’t receive word until a month later. The news sparked confusion in a land that was less a nation than a loose collection of rival city-states. Some Costa Ricans wanted to become part of the powerful Mexican Empire, while others wanted to help create a federation of newly free Central American states. Still others suggested that Costa Rica become part of Colombia, which then included present-day Panama and was ruled by the “Great Liberator,” Simón Bolívar.


The four most powerful Costa Rican cities—San José, Cartago, Alajuela, and Heredia—all had different plans for newly liberated Costa Rica, and they backed up their ideas with guns. A side issue was which of the cities should be the capital; for a while the honor was rotated among the cities, and then a battle decided the issue in San José’s favor.




WILLIAM WALKER AND JUAN SANTAMARÍA


An egomaniacal mercenary from Nashville, Tennessee, ended up playing an unexpectedly large role in the formation of Costa Rican national identity. The man’s name was William Walker, and he dreamed of ruling over a Central American empire that would be a fresh source of slaves for the United States.


As crazy as the idea sounds, Walker had an army and the backing of several U.S. industrialists, and he had some success, first taking Nicaragua and then invading Costa Rica. The year was 1856, not far into the first decades of a fledgling nation in which people still felt more identified with their city or region than their country. Cutting across these regional identities, President Juan Rafael Mora called together a ragtag army to drive Walker’s forces from the northern province of Guanacaste.


The Costa Rican army, some of them armed with little more than farming tools, chased Walker into Nicaragua, where, at the town of Rivas, a young soldier named Juan Santamaría set fire to Walker’s barracks before collapsing under a hail of bullets. Costa Rica thus reclaimed its territory and also got its first national hero. Santamaría now has his own holiday, celebrated most fervently in his hometown of Alajuela.


Santamaría’s nickname was El Erizo (“The Hedgehog”), for his thick hair that stood straight up.





Those who wanted Costa Rica to become a state in the Central American Federation won out, but a few decades later, when it was obvious the experiment had failed, the country became its own republic in 1848.


The first head of state after independence was Juan Mora Fernándes, who founded the country’s first newspaper, expanded public education, and established a judicial system. Braulio Carrillo, remembered as a heavy-handed dictator who nonetheless fostered national unity, ruled from 1835 to 1842; he presided over Costa Rica’s withdrawal from the federation of Central American states and its emergence as an independent country. Carrillo is also known for planting the seeds of the nation’s coffee economy—he offered free land to those who would reap and sow the glossy-leafed crop.


The 1880s brought a succession of liberal governments that made far-reaching and lasting changes, most involving the separation of church and state. Presidents during this period secularized schools, making primary and secondary education free and obligatory; shut down the church-run University of Santo Tomás; and expelled the Jesuits and one Catholic bishop. They also allowed for civil marriage and divorce, secularized the cemeteries, and abolished the death penalty.


A PIVOTAL DECADE


During the volatile 1940s, two larger-than-life political figures fought each other for power, war was declared on Nazi Germany, and Costa Rica suffered through its own 40-day civil war. The constitution drafted after that battle (in 1949) provided the basis for what was seen at the time as a new nation.


The decade began with the election of Rafael Ángel Calderón Guardia, who gave workers’ rights a huge boost with reforms such as a guaranteed minimum wage, unemployment compensation, and paid vacations. Calderón’s administration was responsible for the Labor Code of 1943, a lengthy series of constitutional amendments that is still in effect today.


During Calderón’s tenure the country declared war on Nazi Germany just one day before the United States did the same. Germans in Costa Rica lost their property and were sent to internment camps, many located in the United States.


When Calderón lost the 1948 elections, his government cried fraud; the resulting conflict erupted into a battle that killed 2,000 people, most of them civilians. Jose María (“Don Pepe”) Figueres Ferrer and his National Liberation Party emerged victorious, and Don Pepe became head of the Founding Junta of the Second Republic of Costa Rica, pushing through reforms such as nationalizing banks and insurance companies, abolishing the army, and finally giving blacks and women full citizenship, including the right to vote.


THE MODERN ERA


Don Pepe’s National Liberation Party (Partido de Liberación Nacional, or PLN) ruled Costa Rica from the late 1940s to the late 1970s, consolidating the reforms of its early days and building an even larger bureaucracy to promote social justice through a welfare state. A growing middle class began to undercut the power of the traditional elite, such as coffee barons, even as the government worked to attract foreign capital to help industrialize the country.


In the late 1970s and the early 1980s, the bill for big government came due concurrent with a time of worldwide economic crisis. In 1981, Costa Rica was forced to suspend debt payment to its creditors and had to ask for help from lenders like the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF). Costa Rica got its loans, but at a price: The country had to promise to cut government spending and begin to privatize its economy.


This puzzle—of how to maintain the best parts of the welfare state while still cutting costs and moving toward privatization—is still being pieced together today.


Government


The Costa Rican constitution of 1949 guarantees a host of rights for residents and foreigners alike. These rights include freedom of speech, press, and assembly, all of which are exercised on a daily basis and underline Costa Rica’s enviable place among its neighbors. Unlike many other Latin American nations, Costa Rica has no standing army, no guerrillas, and no political prisoners. For more than half a century, power has changed hands peacefully.


The voting age is 18, and the country is a democratic republic that elects a new president every four years. Although the presidency is a powerful position, the constitution guards against concentration of power in any one of the three branches of government: executive, legislative, and judicial.


EXECUTIVE BRANCH


The president coordinates government programs, commands the police, and directs national and international policy. He or she exerts considerable power through ties to all manner of ministries, but must also answer to the party that sponsored his or her candidacy, to labor unions, and to public opinion. There also are two vice presidents and a 15-member cabinet that includes one of the vice presidents.




OLD PLANE SPEAKS OF COVERT OPS PAST


An old plane sits grounded atop a lush hillside on Costa Rica’s Pacific coast. The battered Fairchild C-123, built in 1954 and now part of a popular open-air bar, is the perfect place to nurse a cold cerveza, watch the sunset, and remember a bizarre chapter in history: the Iran-Contra Affair, which from this Central American vantage point would more accurately be called the Contra-Iran Affair, with the illegal arms sale to Iran a minor chapter in the 1980s-era U.S. covert funding of armed guerillas (the Contras) bent on bringing down Nicaragua’s Sandinista government.


Part of the Hotel Costa Verde in Manuel Antonio, the Avion Bar is the perfect place for ruminating on that 1980s arms-for-hostages (and while we’re at it let’s fund some paramilitaries) scandal because the plane itself played a starring role in the fiasco.


The plane was dubbed “Ollie’s Folly” for its connection to Oliver North, chief architect of a covert operation – lodged firmly in the heart of the Reagan administration – that funded and provided military assistance to the Contras.


Although the U.S. government supported the Contras in the early 1980s, Congress cut off all funding in late 1984, afraid that Nicaragua would become the next Vietnam and alarmed by reports that the CIA had secretly mined Nicaraguan harbors.


WHO NEEDS CONGRESS WHEN YOU’VE GOT OLLIE NORTH?


Despite signing into law the bill cutting off all funds to the Contra’s paramilitary operations, Reagan ordered his staff to find a way to help the Contras keep “body and soul together,” in his words. Reagan and his staff – especially those in the National Security Council (NSC) – secretly raised US$34 million for the Contras from other countries, with an additional US$2.7 million from private contributors, and later funds from the illegal arms sale to Iran. This money was funneled into a private company called “the Enterprise” and put under the direction of Lieutenant Colonel Oliver North.


The Enterprise had its own operatives, Swiss bank accounts, airfields, and airplanes, including two Fairchild C-123s, one of which now holds up the roof of the Avion Bar.


For 16 months in the mid-1980s, the Enterprise provided covert aid to the Contras – aid that the U.S. Congress had specifically prohibited. When U.S. and world press caught wind of the operation and reported on it, Reagan, National Security Adviser Robert McFarlane, and other administration officials repeatedly assured the public (and Congress) that nothing illegal or untoward was going on.


THE GAME IS UP


On October 5, 1986, evidence to the contrary fell to earth over southern Nicaragua. A plane carrying supplies to the Contras was shot down; the two pilots were killed, but Eugene Hasenfus, a former Marine from Wisconsin who’d been hired by the CIA, parachuted to safety, only to be captured by Nicaraguan government forces. Hasenfus’s capture was instrumental in uncovering the U.S. covert operation providing money and military help to the Contras. The plane shot down that October day was the sister plane to the one now reincarnated as a hilltop bar in Costa Rica.


Allan Templeton, owner of the Hotel Costa Verde, was intrigued by the plane’s history and bought it in 2000 for US$3,000. Templeton had the plane moved, at great expense and trouble, to its current perch close to Manuel Antonio, Costa Rica’s most popular national park. The Costa Verde has a taste for giving old modes of transport new life – they also transformed a 1965 Boeing 727 into a high-end ocean-view suite. And they operate what must be one of the few places in Costa Rica where you can get a Hebrew National kosher hot dog. It’s called The Wagon, and it’s housed in an old train car.


But let’s return to the 1980s for a minute. What happened in Nicaragua back then didn’t stay in Nicaragua. Ollie North had a secret airstrip built in Costa Rica to support his covert ops in Nicaragua, then got himself barred from Costa Rica for life for that and for his alleged part in drug smuggling to fund the Contra effort.





Since 1969 presidents had been limited to one four-year term, but in 2003 the Costa Rican high court brought the law back in line with the 1949 constitution, which states that ex-presidents may run for reelection after they have been out of office for two presidential terms (eight years). Many former presidents had been waiting for just such a development, and in 2006 Nobel Peace Prize winner Óscar Arias Sánchez, president from 1986 to 1990, was elected once again. In 2010 Arias’s former vice president, Laura Chinchilla, was elected president. She is Costa Rica’s first female president and Latin America’s fifth in the last two decades.


LEGISLATURE


Fifty-seven elected diputados (deputies) serve four-year terms in the Asamblea Legislativa (Legislative Assembly); they can seek reelection after a term spent out of office. The legislature makes, amends, and repeals laws, and imposes taxes. It also has some say on budget issues, including foreign loans negotiated by the president, which it must ratify by a two-thirds majority. Deputies may run for reelection after sitting out one four-year term.


JUDICIAL SYSTEM


“Costa Rica has the best judicial system in the region,” says Dr. Arturo Condo, professor and dean of INCAE, a business school with campuses in Costa Rica and Nicaragua. “A trial here doesn’t depend on bribing the judge or what political party you belong to.”


The legislature chooses the Supreme Court’s 22 magistrates, who serve for eight years and then, usually, renew their term. The Supreme Court in turn appoints judges for civil and penal courts. The Supreme Court itself oversees electoral issues, from the functioning of political parties to the counting of votes. Ticos, more and more cynical about politicians, still tend to hold the Supreme Court in high regard.


BIG GOVERNMENT


There’s no denying that Costa Rica has opted for big government. It’s estimated that 90 percent of public expenditures go to paying the salaries of public employees. Besides the three branches of government, autonomous institutions like ICE, the state electricity company, exert influence over national policy and everyday life. Along with ICE (pronounced EE-say), the Caja (Social Security) and RECOPE, the state oil agency, are important players on this field.


Government not only controls most utilities and a large part of health care, it also has monopolies or majority interests in liquor production, insurance, banking, and tourism. Both Ticos and foreign residents complain of the inefficiency of the bureaucracy. Often an agency’s budget goes almost entirely to salaries and operating expenses rather than to the purpose—say, alleviating poverty—for which the agency was created.


Sometimes it’s all but impossible to know which institution does what, and people who enter the system (to obtain residency, for example) can be shunted from one office to the next. The authors of The Ticos acknowledge that “the public sector includes such a bewildering maze of agencies that it is often difficult to know who is responsible for making what decisions—and who actually does make them. And therefore, it is easier to understand why some decisions are slow to be made and why many others are made only symbolically, if at all.”


[image: image]


Ticos line up at the ICE office even before it opens, probably to pay their electric bills or request service.


POLITICAL PARTIES AND ELECTIONS


Political parties and electoral process may seem to many people about as interesting as reruns of school board meetings on late-night cable TV. But a look at the differences between the Costa Rican and U.S. systems provides an interesting lesson in what might make people more likely to participate in the political process.


Although the basic outlines of electoral politics in Costa Rica and the United States look similar, smaller “third” parties thrive in one system while languishing in the other. Part of the political apathy in places like the United States comes from the belief that we have very few choices, and that the dominant parties seem to be coming to resemble each other more and more, like an old married couple.


The relative political diversity in Costa Rica may explain why people seem more politically engaged here than in the United States. Jacqueline Passey, a self-described “election nerd” who covered the 2006 Costa Rican elections on her blog, noted:


Voter turnout was predicted to be much lower than usual due to voter apathy over dissatisfaction with their candidate choices and the apparent inevitability of Óscar Arias’s victory. But after what I saw today I have to say that if this is their idea of apathy, I’d be scared to see them when they’re enthusiastic! It was totally crazy. Hundreds, perhaps thousands, of people were gathered in the park [Parque Central, in San José] and on the sides of the street, and hundreds more in cars were driving slowly by to show off their party flags and the loudness of their horns. There were also several makeshift floats, drummers, and other performers.


The 2010 elections, which brought Laura Chinchilla to the presidency, were at least as festive, with voter turnout high at 68 percent. The next general election will be in February 2014. That will also be the first general election in which Ticos living outside of Costa Rica will be eligible to vote. Some 50,000 Costa Ricans living abroad currently are registered with the country’s electoral census.


The Basics


In Costa Rica, third, fourth, and even fiftieth parties seem to have a good shot at being part of the governing structure of this country of four million. Including the local parties that field candidates for local city councils (municipalities), there are about 50 political parties here.


There are 449 electoral districts in seven regions (which correspond to the seven provinces). Though the president is elected through a national popular vote, the 57 seats in the National Assembly are elected by proportional representation. Seats are allocated to districts by population: in 2010 San José had 20, Alajuela 11, Cartago 7, Heredia 5, Limón 5, Puntarenas 5, and Guanacaste 4 assembly seats.


Why Proportional Representation Matters


Proportional representation in Costa Rica means that instead of voting for individual diputados (deputies) to represent them in the National Assembly, people vote for a party list. The assembly seats are allocated to the parties according to what percentage of the vote each party wins. If a party wins enough of the vote to garner two seats, it will send the first two candidates on its list to the assembly.


In 2010, for example, Accessibility Without Exclusion, a single-issue (disabled rights) political party, won a small percentage of the vote, which translated into one seat in the 57-seat legislative assembly.


Historically, the two largest and most powerful parties have been the National Liberation Party (Partido de Liberación Nacional, or PLN) and the Social Christian Unity Party (Partido de Social Cristiana, or PUSC). The PLN was founded in 1951 by “Don Pepe” Figueres, who in 1948 dissolved Costa Rica’s army, expanded social welfare programs, gave women the vote, and nationalized banks. A coalition of parties opposing the PLN had been around for a long time and became the powerful PUSC in the 1980s. But PUSC lost a great deal of its luster in 2006 when two former presidents of Costa Rica, both PUSC members, were implicated in corruption scandals.


Political winds shift often, and in 2010, while the PLN did very well (the outgoing and incoming presidents belong to the PLN), the once-mighty PUSC was bested by both the Citizens’ Action Party (Partido Acción Ciudadana, or PAC) and the Libertarian Movement Party (Partido Movimiento Liberatario, or PML).


Political Diversity and Gender and Racial Equality


There are many powerful “third” (and fourth, and fifth . . .) parties in Costa Rican politics, and proportional representation appears to allow for a greater political diversity, especially in the powerful National Assembly, which is roughly equivalent to the U.S. House of Representatives. The 2010 elections in Costa Rica saw the country’s National Assembly peopled with politicians from seven parties, and many more parties received votes but not enough to earn them a seat. In this system people don’t think they’re “wasting” their vote on nondominant parties, because nondominant parties have a better chance of winning seats.
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Laura Chinchilla was elected president in 2010, becoming the first woman to serve in that post. Paint splatters on this poster suggest not everyone was happy with her performance.


While the National Assembly can boast of a diversity of political parties, it doesn’t have much to be proud of in terms of racial diversity. Not one of the deputies elected for the 2010-2014 term was Afro-Costa Rican, and none were of indigenous heritage. There was a first in the 2006 election, however: Epsy Campbell, a black woman, was the vice presidential candidate for the Citizens’ Action Party (PAC). In the early stages of the 2010 election, it looked as if Campbell, the granddaughter of Jamaican immigrants, would be a contender for the presidency, but PAC fielded Otton Solís instead. Afro-Costa Ricans make up about 2 percent of the total population of Costa Rica, while indigenous peoples make up a little less.


Women have fared better, mostly because of a 1996 electoral reform requiring that political parties have at least 40 percent women on their election roster (though the women tend to be relegated to the bottom of the list, which means that they don’t always win seats in the assembly even if their party wins). In the 2010 election, 36.8 percent of the seats in the Costa Rican National Assembly went to women; in that same year, only 16.8 percent of legislators in the U.S. Congress were women. Also in 2010, Costa Rica elected its first woman president, Laura Chinchilla. Interesting that a so-called machista society like Costa Rica has so much more female participation in politics than a nation that boasts of equal opportunity for all.


It’s these seeming “anomalies” that get me thinking about the assumptions I’ve made about the world. And for that reason alone—that the experience opens your mind to other ways of doing things—I believe that living abroad makes you a better international citizen. If and when you go back to your home country, you may find yourself a lot more political and informed (even about your own country) than you were when you left.



Economy



COFFEE, BANANAS, AND BEEF CATTLE


Costa Rica will forever be associated in the world’s imagination with both the grano de oro (golden grain, aka the coffee bean), which wakes up half the world every morning, and the yellow fruit that became synonymous with Central American backwaters (“banana republics”). Historically the country’s primary exports have been agricultural, principally coffee—so well suited to the rich volcanic soil and mild climate of the Central Valley—and bananas, which thrive in the wet coastal lowlands. Of the two crops, coffee is perhaps more tied up with the national identity, but bananas are more lucrative. After Ecuador, Costa Rica is the second-largest banana exporter in the world. Pineapples are another important crop, as are melons, ornamental plants, and oil from African palm nuts.


Though farming is still important, the country’s economy is now much more diversified. Cattle ranching began in the early colonial period, and in the 1960s many Ticos invested in beef cattle. By 1975, there were almost as many cows as people in Costa Rica. These “locusts with hooves” have not been kind to the environment or the economy. Demand for beef waned in the 1980s—fast-food chains up north were ordering less as North Americans became more health conscious. Forest converted to pasture causes drought in many regions (like Guanacaste), and ranching puts people out of work—it takes fewer people to work a herd then to work fields planted in crops.
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Cacao beans wait for transport on the Yorkin River.



NEW INDUSTRY



In 2010 agriculture made up 6.3 percent of the country’s gross domestic product (GDP), industry had 21.7 percent, and services, which includes tourism, made up 72 percent.


Starting in the 1990s, electronic components, medical equipment, and pharmaceuticals (among many others) became important exports. At least 29 major multinational companies operate in Costa Rica, including Intel, Abbot Labs, Bristol-Myers Squibb, Johnson & Johnson, Colgate-Palmolive, Monsanto, Pfizer, Panasonic, and Rawlings, whose Turrialba plant makes all the baseballs used in the U.S. Major Leagues.


Tech giant Hewlett-Packard, with two facilities in Heredia and one in Escazú, employs thousands of people in Costa Rica; many of them provide phone support in English to callers from the United States and Canada. When in late 2010 HP announced its US$1 billion plan to expand offshore outsourcing services, Costa Rica was named one the company’s six new global delivery hubs. HP officials went on record as saying Costa Rica was chosen for “the increasing amount of client demand in the Americas for time-zone-approximate support,” “cultural affinity with local and national governments,” and “the availability of skilled resources and the cost footprint, not just in immediate terms but as you look at labor-rate inflation and real estate expenses going forward.”


Intel, another tech giant, began to build assembly plants here in 1997. The big daddy of foreign investors, Intel has three sprawling plants in Costa Rica, which churn out one-third of its worldwide production of computer chips and provide more than 3,500 jobs. In 2005, Intel opened a new financial services center in San José. For better or worse, more and more North America-based companies are outsourcing jobs to the “Switzerland of Central America.”


Tourism, the “industry without smokestacks,” also exploded in the 1990s, with the number of foreign visitors rising from 376,000 in 1989 to more than one million in 2000 and exploding to 2.2 million in 2011. Costa Rica remains the most-visited Central American country, with tourism its number-one source of income.


U.S. INFLUENCE


The United States is Costa Rica’s most important trading partner, buying up about 33 percent of its exports in recent years. In 2011, Holland and China each bought about 12 percent of Costa Rica’s exports.


Of the goods that it imports, Costa Rica buys about 43 percent from the United States, while China, Mexico, and Japan all buy about 6 percent each. Add to that the fact that U.S. companies account for well over half of foreign investment in Costa Rica, and you’ll see why the United States plays a disproportionately large role in the Costa Rican economy.


Almost every day, the local press reports on the ins and outs of this crucial relationship, like when CEOs of U.S.-based companies with branches in Costa Rica threaten to take their business elsewhere unless the government agrees to give them more tax breaks. Articles on the state of the U.S. economy also appear daily, since activity up north can have a dramatic effect on countries like Costa Rica that are so closely tied to the world’s biggest economic engine.




THE JUNGLE TRAIN


More than 140 years ago, an ambitious engineering project began that would transform a tiny Central American backwater into a prosperous nation with thriving international trade. The project was a railroad, from the inland capital of San José to the Caribbean coast port of Limón, spanning the previously all-but-impassable route that meant goods shipped from Costa Rica to Europe departed the Pacific Coast and went the long way around, past the tip of South America. The railroad was to change all that, and the men brought in to build it would alter the ethnic mix of this country’s Caribbean coastline.


The first chapters of the railroad story are dominated by coffee and then bananas. From beans imported from Jamaica in 1808, Costa Rica became the first Central American country to grow coffee. By 1830 the highland Central Valley, with its rich volcanic soil and mild climate, had become a major coffee-producing region. Europe was growing fonder of this natural stimulant, and Costa Rica’s prize crop fueled many a coffeehouse debate in London, Paris, and Prague.


But the route from highland farm to European cup was long and tortuous. Beans were transported by mule (and later, when the roads were widened, by oxcart) to the Pacific coast port of Puntarenas. Boats to Europe sailed around the southernmost tip of South America, then made their way across the Atlantic.


Why not send boats from the Caribbean side of the country, canceling the need for the long detour around Cape Horn? Because the route from the Central Valley to Costa Rica’s humid and sparsely settled eastern coast was all but impassable. Primitive tracks crossed raging rivers, skidded down mountainsides, and meandered through vast swamplands. Firmer ground became a stew of mud during the rainy season.


Merchants and officials talked incessantly of ways to improve that eastern route. But it wasn’t until 1871 that the Costa Rican government set in motion a project unprecedented in scope and magnitude – a railroad from San José to the Caribbean coast port of Limón. President Tomás Guardia Gutérare awarded the contract to American Henry Meiggs. Meiggs was known as a visionary scoundrel who left many creditors in the wake of his big ideas. But he’d built about 320 kilometers (200 miles) of railroad in Chile and about 1,125 kilometers (700 miles) in Peru, and he was a great orator, party-thrower, and wooer of government officials.


Workers were imported to do the backbreaking labor. The first wave included 400 Chinese, 600 Jamaicans, and 500 from the Cape Verde Islands off the western coast of Africa. Subsequent waves included Italians, Hondurans, Nicaraguans, and many more workers from Jamaica and other Caribbean nations like Barbados. Nearly two decades of work on the railroad claimed the lives of more than 4,000 workers. Many succumbed to yellow fever, dysentery, and malaria.


Partway into the job, Meiggs bowed out and turned the reins over to his nephew, Minor Keith, who’d been managing the workers’ commissary near Limón. Money was running out – for months the workers hadn’t been paid. Keith offered to arrange funding for the railroad’s completion if the Costa Rican government would grant him a 99-year lease on the railroad and deed him a whopping 323,750 hectares (800,000 acres) of land along the rail route. Keith planted his new land with banana trees, hoping the crop, as yet unexploited in Costa Rica, would provide much-needed revenue to complete the railroad.


It was an extraordinarily smart move. Bananas flourished and exports increased by leaps and bounds, going from 100,000 stems in 1883 to one million stems in 1890. The banana trade attracted U.S. coinvestors like the United Fruit Company (known as La Yunai in Latin America), which would come to wield such enormous influence over the so-called “banana republics” of Latin America.


Nineteen years after work began, on December 7, 1890, the 164-kilometer (102-mile) Costa Rican Railroad was inaugurated. On a bridge high above the Burrís River, tracks from the Central Valley met up with tracks from Limón, finally creating a seamless conduit for products on their way from San José to markets abroad. The trip to Europe no longer required sailing around the tip of South America and was thus shortened by three months. International trade flourished.


By 1900, bananas rivaled coffee in economic importance. The Caribbean workers who’d come to build the railroad now worked on banana plantations, and the influx of Afro-Caribbeans (mostly from Jamaica) changed the face of Costa Rica’s eastern coast. Today, the port city of Limón has the highest percentage of Afro-Costa Ricans (around 40 percent); nationwide, black citizens make up 2-5 percent of the general population. On Costa Rica’s eastern coast, spicy Jamaican food wins out over the traditional and rather bland casado, and patois-inflected English is more common than Spanish.


As the Caribbean coast became less isolated and roads improved, the railroad wasn’t as important as a means of getting products to port. And with the opening of the Panama Canal in 1914, goods shipped from the Pacific coast no longer had to make their way around the tip of South America.


In the early and middle part of the 20th century, the Atlantic railroad gradually became more of a passenger train. For several years before it shut down for good in 1991 due to earthquake damage, the railroad became known as the “Jungle Train,” an eight-hour ride that cost US$2 for coach passage and about US$50 for first class. In the late 1970s, Paul Theroux took the train and wrote about it in The Old Patagonia Express, a travel classic that traces his journey by rail from Massachusetts to Tierra del Fuego. He calls the route “the most scenic in Central America.”





THE PRICE OF A LOAN


The United States exerts its influence in other ways as well. In the 1960s and 1970s, Costa Rica borrowed large sums of money—mostly to improve infrastructure and social services—from international lending institutions, many of them based in the United States. When the country had trouble repaying the loans, the lenders—United States Agency for International Development (USAID), the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Bank, and the Inter-American Development Bank—offered up easier repayment terms in exchange for what in essence became their greater control of the Costa Rican economy. Other developing countries were in similar positions, and similar deals were struck around the world, as the lending institutions saw their “opportunity to convert the world’s many state-managed and protectionist economies into free-market systems,” as coauthors Mavis, Richard, and Karen Biesanz explain in The Ticos.


In 1985 Costa Rica signed the first of many structural adjustment pacts (PAEs) with these lenders. The PAEs require increased imports, reduced external tariffs, and the privatization of some state agencies. That last requirement was especially onerous to Costa Rica, whose national identity was largely based on its strong state-run agencies.



GOVERNMENT MONOPOLIES AND FREE TRADE



Modern-day Costa Rica is considered moderately open to international trade and foreign investment. More than 200 multinational corporations do business here. First-time North American visitors may be surprised to see so many familiar names, from Taco Bell to Hertz to Best Western. The rules regulating foreign businesses are for the most part the same as those that govern Tico-owned enterprises, though businesses that operate in the special zones around the airport get a lot of perks Tico businesses do not.


In 2010, Costa Rica became party to the Central American Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA, this region’s NAFTA), known as TLC (Tratado de Libre Comercio) in Spanish. The treaty, whose signatories are the United States, Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, and the Dominican Republic, obliged Costa Rica to open up some of its government-controlled sectors, namely telecommunications and insurance.


Not everyone in Costa Rica is happy about CAFTA. Though the pact was signed in 2004, it was three years before the treaty was put to a national referendum. The issue sparked protests, and fierce debate continues as to whether the treaty is good for the country and for the average Costa Rican.
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