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Introduction



This tenth edition of Choose Costa Rica is the outcome of thirty-five years of traveling in, living in, and writing about Costa Rica and Latin America in general. My bias toward the country comes through quite clearly, but I try to balance the picture by reminding readers that living in a foreign country is definitely not for everyone. It takes a special type of person to enjoy an interesting and challenging life abroad. Hopefully, this book will help you determine if you are that type of person. If you have any doubts on this topic, I urge you to read the last new chapter in this book: “Will You Love Costa Rica or Hate Costa Rica?”

My first exposure to Costa Rica came about thirty-six years ago. While researching Guatemala for a freelance travel article, my wife and I decided to go a little farther south to see what Costa Rica was all about. We expected it to be nice, but we were stunned by the country’s breathtaking beauty. We were captivated by the friendliness of the Costa Rican people and loved the choice between perpetual spring weather in the highlands or perpetual summer along the Pacific and Caribbean coasts.

Like many other first-time visitors, we wanted to move to Costa Rica immediately! We spoke with fellow North Americans who were living here—some in business, some retired, and some seasonal expats, routinely escaping from frigid winter weather or spending summer breaks away from teaching school back home. We made friends with several Costa Rican families as we toured the country—from coast to coast, from top to bottom. Like many tourists before and since, we resolved that we would embark on a new beginning in paradise—if not immediately, then eventually.

We bought our first Costa Rican home in 1993. It was a condo in Rohrmoser, a popular neighborhood not far from the center of San José, and a dozen blocks from the US Embassy. Then in 1996, we bought a building lot in a friendly Pacific beach community and proceeded to design and build our own Costa Rican house. Our second house we constructed in 2005. However, to enjoy the best of both worlds, we’ve maintained our original home in California, on Monterey Bay, and travel back and forth several times a year. We take pleasure in friends and social connections in both locations, and feel very lucky to enjoy such a delightful lifestyle. A bonus is that Costa Rican swaps are extremely popular with home-exchange enthusiasts, so we have no problem trading residences with people in foreign countries. (Our favorite home exchange was a fascinating six weeks in the south of France, in a three-bedroom home with a swimming pool and a view of the Mediterranean.) This book is intended not only for retirees. It’s also for those who would like to start or manage their own business. The book is for those nearing retirement age who are casting about for ideas for the future in today’s uncertain world. It’s a guide for those individuals who manage to have part or all of the year free for doing exactly what they feel like. It’s for the professor on sabbatical, the schoolteacher on summer vacation, the construction worker with chronic winter unemployment, as well as the business executive who can take a leave of absence. This book is also for self-employed individuals who can trust their businesses to others while they enjoy life now instead of waiting for a “someday” that may never come. Choose Costa Rica is especially oriented toward those who seek a “new start,” who might wish to invest time and resources into launching a new business career as well as enjoying a fascinating lifestyle in an exotic foreign country.

Although this is partly a travel book, the emphasis is on “how to do it” rather than “where to stay.” A hotel, bed-and-breakfast, or restaurant may be mentioned from time to time but only as an adjunct to the narrative and should not be taken as a personal recommendation.

After reading through this book, maybe you’ll understand why Costa Rica has such a good reputation among North Americans and Europeans. You might even find a niche there for you and your family. A word of caution: Costa Rica isn’t for everyone. There are those who can’t resist comparing conditions in Costa Rica with those in the United States or Canada. Remember, Costa Rica is still a developing country. There’s a world of difference. For those of us who love Costa Rica, we thank our lucky stars for the difference.

About prices quoted throughout this book: They are accurate as of the time of writing, based on the current dollar exchange rates in Costa Rica. At the end of 2012 the Costa Rican currency, the colón, was worth about 500 colones to the dollar. (More about money exchange rates later on.)

Note: Unless otherwise stated, all phone and fax numbers in this book are in Costa Rica, and to connect, you must dial the proper access and country codes. Within the country, there are no area codes. For details, see “Dialing in Costa Rica” in chapter 5.
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The Switzerland of the Americas


Just about every Costa Rica guidebook feels obligated to describe Costa Rica as “The Switzerland of the Americas.” Never mind that Costa Rica is as much like Switzerland as a Chihuahua is like a Pomeranian. (They’re both small.) So I suppose this book is obliged to make the same comparison. At first glance, the one thing Costa Rica and Switzerland have in common is that they are both small countries. Actually, Switzerland is a little smaller than Costa Rica—one of the few countries with that distinction.

Costa Rica is lushly tropical and continuously swathed in luxurious green vegetation. A place where coffee, sugarcane, and mangoes thrive, and where snow never falls. The exact opposite is Switzerland’s snowcapped peaks with high meadows and rugged mountain terrain. Yet the more one travels in Costa Rica, the more apparent certain parallels with Switzerland become. Both are peaceful, progressive countries where democracy and stability are hallmarks. Although Costa Rica’s tropical beaches are incongruent with Swiss landscapes, Costa Rica’s mountains, in their own tropical way, rival the beauty of the Alps.

Even closer similarities between Switzerland and Costa Rica appear in their political philosophy and economic structure. Both countries are places of small farms and small businesses, with an air of prosperity and a feeling of equality among citizens. Both countries have renounced aggressive militarism, diverting resources instead toward education, medical care, and other services that benefit society in general. In short, both places are affluent, happy, and tranquil. Both are locations where North Americans can feel at home, safe, and welcome.

Obviously, Costa Rica is nearer to the United States and Canada, making it much more accessible for North Americans than Europe. Costa Rica also enjoys a much lower cost of living than Switzerland. Although Costa Rica’s cost of living appears to be increasing over the past five years, it’s actually a result a devaluation of the US dollar against all foreign currencies. It isn’t that Costa Rican prices are going up so much, as it is the value of the American dollar going down!

A big plus for North Americans: Costa Rica has a climate that can be enjoyed year-round by those of us who hate wearing snow boots and earmuffs. The country’s higher elevations (commonly known as the Valle Central, the Meseta Central, or the Central Valley) enjoy spring-like temperatures year-round. Brightly colored flowers seem to glow in the crystal-clear atmosphere. The countryside is so fertile that fence posts sprout and become trees despite the farmers’ best efforts. Crossing over the mountains, you drop down to tropical lowlands where you’ll find plantations of coffee, macadamia nuts, black pepper, and other exotic crops for export. (Macadamia-nut plantations are exceedingly rare in Switzerland.) Beaches flank either side of Costa Rica, dotted with small communities where North Americans and Europeans live in communion with surf and jungle. Switzerland, of course, is totally landlocked.


  A UNIQUE HISTORY

  Costa Rica stands out in this hemisphere in many ways, but its biggest contrast is with its Central American neighbors. When you drive across the border into Costa Rica or when you step off an airplane arriving from another Central American country, you know immediately that Costa Rica is a special place. Relative affluence stands out in contrast to the grinding poverty of other Central American nations. Income, wages, and standard of living are the highest of any of the countries in the Northern Hemisphere, with the exception of the United States and Canada.

  Citizens of neighboring countries envy Costa Rica’s benevolent and democratic government. They point to Costa Rica as an ideal goal. My wife and I recall being in Nicaragua in early January 1977, several weeks before the uprising that eventually overthrew the Somoza dictatorship. When a group of students in Managua somehow discovered that I was a writer, they surrounded us, demanding that we write something about their upcoming revolution. One student said, “Tell Americans that we are not against the United States! On the contrary, we want to be just like the United States! Look, if Costa Rica can be prosperous, democratic, and free, why can’t Nicaragua be the same?”

  The students had hoped to start the uprising to coincide with Jimmy Carter’s inauguration. When I asked why, they explained, “Because, when President Carter was running for election, he promised he would never deal with brutal dictators. Since our Somoza is a brutal dictator, President Carter will no doubt send US marines to help us.”

  I tried to explain to the students that although Somoza was indeed a brutal dictator, the US government considered Somoza to be our brutal dictator, which made him okay. That idea was dismissed by the students. The rest is history. The United States supported Somoza until the day the dictator finally fled for his life to South America.

  Clearly, there’s a world of difference between Costa Rica and other Central American countries. How did this happen? Why does Costa Rica have so much less poverty and a large middle class in comparison with neighboring countries? Answers to these questions can be found in a series of historic events—some accidental, some planned. Let us do a historical review:

  In 1502, when Columbus happened upon Costa Rica during his last voyage to this hemisphere, he anchored somewhere near the present-day port city of Limón and dispatched an expedition ashore. Thinking he had found an island, Columbus waited on the ship for a report from his landing party. His explorers returned with news of an inhospitable jungle and impossible swamps, plus ferocious natives who owned but a few paltry ornaments of thinly pounded gold (probably trade goods from Panama). In short, the Caribbean Coast offered little to excite the imagination of these avaricious explorers.

  According to legend, Columbus gave his new discovery the name Costa Rica (“rich coast”) to impress the king of Spain. The explorers sailed away as soon as the ships were repaired, without any thought of colonization. The Caribbean Coast was left virtually ignored by Europeans for several centuries. In contrast with the rapid colonization and development of other parts of the Americas, Costa Rica grew very slowly.

  It was the custom for the Spanish Crown to grant huge tracts of land to the conquistadores as a reward for their services. Natives were considered a part of the land, and although not exactly slaves, they essentially belonged to the enormous haciendas: They were forced to work as peons for the aristocratic conquerors. In places like Peru, Mexico, and Guatemala, the Indians meekly accepted their new rulers and continued working the same lands as before, paying tribute to new overlords.

  However, the Indians of Costa Rica (like their cousins in North America) proved to be determined, fierce fighters who resisted the idea of accepting subjugation. Experts in defending their heavily forested territory, the natives simply withdrew farther into the jungle when defeated. They clearly weren’t interested in tilling fields for the pink-faced, bearded intruders. Archaeological evidence suggests that at least some tribes might have been headhunters, similar to the Jívaro tribes in Ecuador, whose warriors dangled their enemies’ shrunken heads around their necks as ornaments. In short, these people were unlikely candidates to willingly become docile servants and field laborers.

  This left the newcomers in a position they hadn’t counted on. Instead of being lords over huge estates and overseeing gangs of laboring peons, the conquistadores were forced to work the land for themselves. A disappointment, to say the least. The colonists had to resort to manual labor in order to eke out a marginal existence from small, family-run farms. From the beginning, all were equal in their struggle for existence. Even the royal viceroy had to raise chickens and tend his own garden to avoid starvation. Small wonder that many early settlers and would-be exploiters moved on to easier pickings.

  Over the ensuing centuries, Costa Rica remained a backwater of Spanish colonization, all but forgotten. Undisturbed, the colony grew in its own way, ignoring the ineffective Spanish governors sent by the royal court of Madrid. Costa Ricans lived quiet and simple lives, isolated and unaffected by events in other colonies. In fact, when Spain granted independence to the Spanish colonies in 1821, Costa Rica was the last to know (and probably cared the least). For all practical purposes, the region had always been on its own. Independence was no novelty.

  
    A bit of historical trivia: Most people assume that Latin America’s struggle for independence was a revolution against the king of Spain. Not true. In 1810, when the Mexican and South American revolutions began, the mother country of Spain was occupied by the French army commanded by Napoleon Bonaparte. The Spanish king and the royal family were imprisoned in France. Napoleon’s brother, Joseph Bonaparte, occupied the throne of Spain, and the country was under French martial law. Therefore, the revolution was against France, not against Spain! However, after the king of Spain was restored to his throne some years later, the revolutionaries decided that independence was not such a bad idea, after all!

  
    Coffee Economy

    Fortunately, Costa Rica’s first president turned out to be a progressive thinker, a visionary who wanted to see the country develop socially and economically. He was convinced that growing coffee for export could be a major economic breakthrough, a key to modernization. Coffee profits could build roads, schools, and cities.

    Since the country was scantily populated, more people were needed to grow coffee in order to fulfill the president’s dream. Consequently, free land was offered to anyone willing to cultivate coffee trees. Since coffee production is ideally suited to small, family-operated farms, European families began immigrating to take advantage of Costa Rica’s opportunities. They came from Italy and France as well as Spain. Instead of huge plantations owned by a few wealthy families, as in other Central American republics, hundreds of small farms sprang up, selling coffee beans to merchants who processed and exported the product. This created a tradition of independence and equality, with a preponderance of middle-class farmers and a few moderately wealthy, coffee-exporting families. The spread between rich, middle class, and poor was much narrower than anywhere else in the hemisphere and remains so to this day.

    Troubled times in Europe during the last half of the nineteenth century sent new waves of economic and political refugees to the Americas. This was their chance for a new beginning. The standing offer of free land to grow coffee was irresistible. These refugees, instilled with contemporary Europe’s liberal intellectual and political philosophy, contributed substantially to the notions of freedom, equality, and individual rights that were already in place.

    This is not to say that Costa Rica didn’t develop a wealthy oligarchy of elite families whose positions rested upon their control of coffee exports. But because of their tradition of being “self-made” families and their respect for hard work, their mentality was different from that of the arrogant Spanish conquistadores who worshipped royalty and privilege, and who considered manual labor to be beneath their dignity.

    Free and compulsory education was an early development, starting in 1869. This established a tradition of literacy that ranks Costa Rica high among other developing countries of the world. A university was founded in 1844, staffed in part by intellectuals who fled Europe’s political and economic maelstrom of that era. These and other modern European traditions developed in Costa Rica in stark contrast with the medieval, feudal heritage of Mexico and other Central American countries.

  

  
    Dismantling the Military

    A truly significant event that totally separated Costa Rica from the ranks of other Latin American nations occurred in 1948. The ruling party decided not to recognize the results of an election by refusing to give up power. The defeated president ordered new elections because of the closeness of the vote and accusations of fraud. A crisis of democracy threatened. Pepe Figueres, a charismatic member of one of the wealthy families, stepped forward to lead an uprising against the government and its illegal attempt to use the military to hold on to power. The result of this successful revolution (the first and only in Costa Rican history) was a decision to abolish the army and replace it with the Guardia Civil, a civilian-controlled police force that augments the local police. In many smaller towns the Guardia Civil is the only police force.

    This was a brilliant and bold step. Barracks were turned into schools. Ex-soldiers were given jobs building roads. Money that would normally be absorbed by military corruption was devoted to highways, education, and medical care. Today a huge percentage of the national budget goes to education and culture. Public money pays for four universities, three symphony orchestras, and several autonomous state publishing houses. Of the gross national product, about 10 percent is spent on medical care. Costa Rica has an average of one physician for every 700 inhabitants.

    Some North Americans shake their heads in dismay at the lack of a standing army. They ask, “Without a military, how can you defend your country from aggression?” The answer is simple: The function of a Central American military has never been to deter aggression. The military’s duty is to protect the country’s politicians from irate citizens. Soldiers are there to keep people in line, to maintain privileges for the military and the country’s financial elite. Democracy doesn’t stand a chance when army officers nominate candidates, and armed soldiers threaten voters, conduct elections, and then count the ballots. Are we surprised when generals are elected president?

    Throughout this book you will see Costa Ricans referred to as ticos and North Americans as gringos. These terms are commonly used in Costa Rica and are not meant to be disrespectful (this will be explained later on). These nicknames actually carry an affectionate connotation, since both groups like and respect each other.

  




  A WELCOMING DEMOCRACY

  Many North American expatriates will tell you they decided on Costa Rica for a new beginning in life because they feel at home here. We find it easy to make friends among the sizable community of fellow countrymen who have planted roots in Costa Rica. It’s a place where North Americans feel comfortable living in ordinary middle-class neighborhoods instead of being forced to huddle together in wealthy and fortified enclaves of other expatriates for mutual support. That’s not to say Costa Rica is crime-free (is there such a place?). Yet compared with other foreign retirement destinations in this world, Costa Rica gives most people a sense of well-being and safety. More about this later.

  Costa Rica is a country where your conscience isn’t continually assaulted by grinding poverty, malnourished children begging in the streets, or social injustice. Juvenile gangs and graffiti are the exception, not the rule. It’s a country of full employment; just about anyone who wants a job can find one, and wages are the highest of any country between the Panama Canal and the US border.

  In my opinion, every country appears to have its own personality. The Costa Rican personality resembles that of North Americans in many ways: how they view the world, their social behavior, and their value systems. Ticos—as they call themselves—are open, friendly, and egalitarian. Most North Americans feel right at home in Costa Rica. Those newcomers who don’t fit in are commonly those who are uncomfortable because the cultural environment, customs, and everyday routines are so different than where they came from.

  Because of these ingrained attitudes, Costa Rica has avoided problems that have mired other Central American republics in quicksand of turmoil and tragedy. Costa Rica’s devotion to democracy and peaceful cooperation with neighbors has enabled the country to retain its enviable position as a showcase of prosperity, respect for law, and personal freedoms.

  
    Honest Elections

    More than a century-and-a-half tradition of free and honest elections forms the basis for today’s political life. Instead of frequent military takeovers so common in Latin American countries, Costa Ricans change their government via the ballot box. Although members of the same affluent families often compete in the elections, they are civilians, intellectuals, and, for the most part, working for the good of the country as a whole, not just for one particular class.

    Election Day is arguably one of Costa Rica’s most important holidays. It’s a riotous celebration with a joyous spirit that goes far beyond mere politics. Voting is mandatory—nonvoters are supposed to pay a token fine— but few citizens would think of passing up the fun and excitement of an election. Typically, about 60 percent of eligible voters cast ballots (that’s probably double the percentage in US elections.)

    In weeks prior to Election Day, all parties campaign vigorously. Homes everywhere display the flag of their preferred party. People proudly pin political flags to their clothing. When an automobile drives by flying a political flag, people either cheer enthusiastically or boo good-naturedly, depending on the flag’s colors. On election day, many stores and businesses, and all bars, are closed. Until recently, liquor and beer could not be sold on Election Day, the day before, or the day after. The law had no real effect, because everyone stocked up on liquid refreshments beforehand, to be consumed on the day in question. The law was recently repealed, and will probably mean no change to the level of celebration.

    Traditionally, public transportation is supposed to be free on Election Day. Buses, taxis, and even private cars are expected to stop when someone indicates he or she needs a ride to a polling booth. This is in theory. I doubt that many buses and taxis actually honor the tradition, although cars will often stop for anyone who waves and asks for a ride in whichever direction the driver is headed. After all, this is a fiesta!

    It’s interesting to note that many Costa Ricans, when they move from their hometowns to another part of the country, do not change their voting registration to their new address. Elections are considered an opportunity to return to their hometowns to vote, to visit friends and family, and to party at the same time. Reunions and celebrations are a vital part of Election Day.

    Voters must dunk their thumbs into indelible ink to prove they’ve voted (and cannot vote again). This purple digit is worn as a proud badge of civic duty. Automobile drivers honk their horns and wave their discolored thumbs in the air as they drive along the streets, to show everyone that they have voted, while shouting, “Have you voted yet?” Sometimes there are so many horns blowing on Election Day that it sounds like New Year’s Eve at midnight.

    As a result, Costa Rica is a country intensely dedicated to principles of equality and democracy. All segments of the political spectrum, from extreme right to far-out left, are represented—any and all parties are totally legal. The crucial point is this: The electorate has a free choice, even though fringe parties rarely garner more than a small percentage of the vote. Voters can vote right, left, or center, choosing whichever party presents the best ideas. Because citizens can change their government at will, Costa Rica is virtually revolution-proof.

    The end result is a free, prosperous, and peaceful country.

  

  
    High Standard of Living

    Please don’t misunderstand: I’m not implying that Costa Rica has no poverty or that Costa Rican workers are highly paid compared with industrialized countries. Yet compared with Mexico, Central America, and most South American countries, workers here enjoy excellent working conditions, living wages, and government guarantees of fair treatment from employers. Even those at the poverty level live far better than in most other developing countries and better, in my opinion, than millions of people living at the poverty level in the United States.

    Welfare is an unknown concept in Costa Rica, partly because family and friends are always there for backup in case of disaster. Jobs are plentiful and unemployment a fraction of that in most highly developed countries. Food is abundant; medical care and education are virtually free for working families. Agriculture here depends on illegal aliens from Nicaragua to harvest crops and tend banana plantations; Costa Rican workers prefer not to do this kind of backbreaking work. (Does this sound familiar to Californians and Texans who depend on illegal Mexican immigrants for their crops?) Open-air markets have a tradition of giving excess food to the poor, with vendors handing out unsold merchandise to those in need.

    Although wages are higher here than in neighboring countries, they appear to be extraordinarily low to us Norteamericanos. How can workers be expected to survive on as little as $80 to $100 a week? The answer is that even though the cash salary is small, fringe benefits connected with the job make a big difference. In addition to their cash salaries, workers are guaranteed benefits such as sick leave—at the rate of 50 percent of their salary—from the first day of illness up to a lifetime of disability. Workers receive a month’s pay as aguinaldo, or Christmas bonus, every year and a minimum of two weeks’ paid vacation every year. Women receive six weeks’ maternity leave (at full salary), and all receive a Social Security pension upon retirement. It isn’t necessary to put aside money for the children’s college tuition, because education is virtually free, a basic right provided by the government. Since medical care is free, a worker can spend his or her entire salary on living expenses without having to put a portion aside for those inevitable medical emergencies or illnesses of the end-of-life years.

    These benefits are guaranteed by law, and all Costa Ricans know exactly what their rights are. Since there’s usually a shortage of help in many regions of the country, anyone who really wants to work can find a job. As a result, many employers pay above the minimum wage in order to attract competent workers. This is in contrast with other Latin American countries, where the minimum wage and the maximum wage are considered one and the same.

    When you measure these benefits and put a cash value on them, you’ll agree that Costa Rican workers are ahead of many North Americans. In the United States a woefully inadequate medical-insurance monthly premium can cost a family as much as a typical Costa Rican worker earns in two months! Since few low-paid US workers can afford medical insurance, one short visit to a hospital can push them over the financial edge. Sick leave? In the United States only large, affluent companies can afford such extravagance. Paid vacations are not mandatory in the United States; they’re granted at the discretion of an employer. In Costa Rica, paid vacations are the law.

    I’m always amused when I hear ultraconservatives point to Costa Rica’s health-care system as evidence that the government is socialist. They overlook the fact that if universal health care makes a country socialist, the United States would be one of the only non-socialist countries in the world! So where does the money come from for Costa Rica’s health care, pensions, sick leave, and such? It comes out of workers’ wages in the form of Social Security contributions and matching funds paid by employers as part of the wage package.

    
      
        You’ll see few if any street people, panhandlers, or beggars on Costa Rican streets. Children never beg. You cannot visit some Latin American countries without a flock of hungry-looking kids trailing you. As a friend observed, “Among the world’s poor, Costa Rica’s poor are probably the world’s most affluent.”

      

    
  




  LARGE NUMBER OF EXPATRIATES

  Costa Rica has a high percentage of North Americans (and foreigners in general) who are “starting over” or living part-time in this exotic semi-paradise. You’ll find these newcomers scattered all around the country—almost every nook and cranny has a few of us living there—instead of everyone concentrated in enclaves or colonies, as is the case in other foreign countries.

  Nobody knows exactly how many North American citizens reside in Costa Rica at any given time. Most reliable sources estimate between 20,000 and 30,000 North Americans live in Costa Rica—some full-time, others making their homes here seasonally. Exact figures are impossible to come by because the embassy doesn’t keep track of US citizens in the country. Canada does register citizens living abroad, but most Canadians are hesitant to stay out of Canada more than six months at a time because they can lose Canadian health-care benefits. The percentage of Canadian versus US citizens is difficult to state with precision, but you can be confident that plenty of Canadians are represented.

  A few North Americans live in other Central American countries— Guatemala, Honduras, Belize, and Nicaragua—but their ranks are scanty compared with those in Costa Rica.

  Costa Rica graciously welcomes seasonal residents, retirees, and business investors, placing fewer restrictions on newcomers than most other foreign countries. Government rules and laws make it easy to own property or start a business. In fact, you can do both, even as a tourist or part-time resident. To live in Costa Rica permanently as a pensionado (retiree), you need to show proof of $1,000-a-month retirement income from Social Security or some other totally guaranteed retirement income benefit. Although living on $1,000 a month is possible, at least on a basic level, it isn’t recommended. Even though $1,000 is more than twice what a skilled Costa Rican worker earns in a month, the average US or Canadian retiree would need to acquire an enthusiastic appetite for beans and tortillas and be willing to trade his or her automobile for a bicycle.

  Until you qualify for residency, working could cause you trouble with Migracíón (immigration). To live in Costa Rica for an extended period of time, it is required that you qualify for and at least apply for residency. The only form of residency that permits you to legally work in Costa Rica is permanent residency, which can take several years to obtain. If you can show that your job is such that Costa Rican workers aren’t prepared to handle the work, however, this can be circumvented.

  Those too young to receive a guaranteed company pension or Social Security can still qualify for permanent residency in Costa Rica by showing they have enough income to prove they aren’t indigent. The amount required is $2,500 a month (which also covers a spouse). This can be proven by depositing a certain amount of dollars in a Costa Rican bank (at the time of writing, $150,000) and showing proof of withdrawals of $2,500 a month, which have been converted to colones. That doesn’t mean you need to spend $2,500 a month. You can deposit the money right back in your bank if you want to. (Details are discussed in chapter 17.) You can check on the status of any changes in retirement regulations at www.discoverypress.com/update.

  Although a steady devaluation of the US dollar on the world market has caused the cost of living in Costa Rica to rise somewhat, a retired couple can easily cover basic living expenses on an average US Social Security check: around $1,500 a month. On that amount you should be able to afford to support an inexpensive car, a part-time housekeeper and gardener, and dining out whenever you feel like it. Just consider the lifestyle you would lead in the United States on that amount! You might be looking for part-time work to make ends meet. I personally know people who manage to get by in Costa Rica on less than $900 a month—and others who spend $3,000 and feel they are economizing.

  Salaries in Costa Rica are traditionally adjusted twice a year to compensate for inflation. In June of 2012, the adjustment to Costa Rica’s minimum wage structure resulted in a very small increase. However, for the first time in recent memory, the increase not only reflects the economy’s inflation, but also a devaluation of the US dollar on the world market.

  Until 2007, the dollar’s value, instead of increasing every six months to adjust for the Costa Rica’s inflation, at one point dropped from 522 colones to 490! This reflected a 9.3 percent decline in the value of the US dollar. Remember, a decline in the dollar’s value amounts to an increase in prices in Costa Rica’s economy. It isn’t so much that goods and services cost more, it’s just that the dollar buys less. American inflation has caught up with Costa Rica’s inflation!




  A PERFECT CLIMATE

  Two other conditions make Costa Rica a special destination for part-time or full-time living. The first is the almost perfect weather. Being located relatively close to the equator, Costa Rica’s temperatures remain constant year-round. (Contrary to popular belief, the weather does not become hotter as you near the equator. It simply levels out, with less extremes in high and low temperatures.) At these latitudes, climate is determined by elevation rather than by the season. That is, at sea level the climate is perpetual summer. Daily highs are in the mid-eighties to low nineties. (Although I’m sure it happens, I’ve never seen the thermometer hit 100 degrees at sea level.) Nighttime lows at sea level are usually in the low seventies, just right for sleeping under a light bedspread. That’s year-round.

  At altitudes over 3,000 feet (900 meters), you enter a climate of perpetual spring. Daytime highs are usually in the mid- to upper seventies, while evening temperatures usually drop into the mid-sixties. Sweaters often feel comfortable after sundown. Yes, this is in the tropics, and yes, these temperatures are year-round!

  The second special condition is Costa Rica’s favorable investment climate. Instead of placing barriers to prevent foreigners from going into business, as do most other countries in the world, Costa Rica encourages foreign investment. To lure investors, the government offers tax incentives and duty-free imports. Again, you don’t have to be a citizen or even a legal resident to own property or conduct a business. You can even own a business on a tourist visa! Not many desirable countries permit you to do this. As a nonresident, however, you are restricted to management chores. It is preferred that tourist-owners not tend bar, wait tables, or make beds in their bed-and-breakfasts. Anyway, who would want to do this when hiring employees is so economical? More about this later.




  PLANNING YOUR VISIT TO COSTA RICA

  One publication I strongly recommend for anyone considering Costa Rica for anything more than a short vacation is San José’s English-language newspaper, the Tico Times. If you read every issue from front to back, including the advertisements, by the time you actually get to Costa Rica, you will know so much about the place that you will feel as though you are returning home. The classified ads keep you up to date on rental costs, housing prices, and what secondhand furniture and appliances sell for. Display ads tell you what you should pay for a hotel room or a bed-and-breakfast. You’ll find the best places to dine as well as where to go for a beach excursion. The news columns are well written, with complete and unbiased news of what’s happening in Costa Rica as well as in neighboring countries—news not available in US or Canadian newspapers. Featured are articles relating to foreign residents, governmental actions, or changes in law that may affect them, as well as news of social activities and club events. An extensive letters-to-the-editor section prints opinions of tourists and residents alike, telling of exceptionally nice places to go and which places are rip-offs, giving opinions about the country, kudos and complaints, political views, and just about anything else you can imagine.

  Having presented these enthusiastic recommendations to subscribe to the Tico Times, I have to report that the newspaper ceased printed publication as of the end of September 2012. After fifty-six years of supplying English-language news for Costa Rica’s expat community, the paper gave in to the pressure of high publication costs and the competition by online newspapers, the same way as printed media is disappearing throughout the world. (As an ex-newspaperman, this is a disheartening event, yet what can we do, except mourn?)

  That is the bad news. The good news: The Tico Times is available on the Internet (www.ticotimes.net) so you can still browse current news. Or, for a nominal price, you can subscribe to the entire online edition and download and save each edition to your computer for future information and research (in Adobe Acrobat format). By all means, start your online subscription several months before you leave for your first Costa Rica visit.

  A second essential for your first visit is a good travel guide: Choose Costa Rica is not intended to be a travel book. This is a guide to retirement, long-term living, and investment in Costa Rica. US and Canadian bookstores are loaded with excellent Costa Rica travel guidebooks packed with information about obligatory places to visit, detailed descriptions of the locations, choices of hotels and restaurants, and what to do when you get there.

  A final essential for your trip is a sense of adventure and an ability to go with the flow. Things are going to be somewhat different in Costa Rica, as you will learn by reading this book. Folks who love Costa Rica are those who savor the differences, who find inconveniences amusing, or at least tolerable. Those who can’t stand Costa Rica are those who are disappointed because everything isn’t exactly as it was back home.

  
    Easy Access

    To enter Costa Rica, you simply show your passport and are automatically granted a ninety-day visa. It couldn’t be easier. Your passport must have at least three months to go before the expiration date. Technically, you are supposed to carry your passport with you at all times, but it’s okay to carry a photocopy of the page with your photo and another copy of the page with your entry stamp, so it can be determined exactly when you entered the country. Be aware that although a passport copy is acceptable, the police have the right to accompany you to your hotel to see the original. (This only happens when someone is suspected of a serious wrongdoing or of using a touched-up photocopy.) Be careful not to lose your passport—it’s a bummer to have to go to the embassy and apply for a replacement before you can return home. I would highly recommend carrying your original passport when driving a vehicle, in case you get stopped by traffic police.

    Your tourist visa that you receive when entering the country is good for ninety days. It’s possible to apply for a ninety-day visa extension through the Department of Immigration (some travel agencies claim to be able to do this for you). However, many people take the option of leaving the country for seventy-two hours, visiting the beaches of Nicaragua or the islands of Panama for a three-day vacation. When they reenter the country, they are granted another ninety-day visa. This makes a stay of six months possible, allowing plenty of time to investigate and tour all the nooks and corners of Costa Rica to see whether it would be an appropriate place to retire or go into business.

    Theoretically, this “seventy-two-hour turnaround” was intended to be allowed once in a six-month period. That is, after the second visa, you should remain out of the country for three months before reentering the country. Although still on the books, this rule hasn’t been enforced for many years (if ever). Hundreds (if not thousands) of foreigners have lived in Costa Rica for years, leaving the country every three months to renew their visas. They are referred to as perpetual tourists. However, you should be aware that there could come a time when the law is enforced, or at least interpreted differently. At that point you might consider applying for residency, especially if you own property. It would be tragic to be barred from reentering the country to visit your home! Occasionally, the ministry of tourism threatens to crack down on perpetual tourists but rarely takes action except in the case of a few undesirables. Of course, being in the country with an expired visa, even one day over the allowable ninety days, could get you into trouble. You should take this rule seriously. Otherwise, when you return, it’s possible that your tourist visa could be for only a week, rather than the expected ninety days! Don’t misunderstand, I am not encouraging anyone to violate immigration rules; I am merely reporting how the laws have been enforced over many years, probably many decades. My personal opinion is that the government recognizes this group of North Americans as law-abiding, peaceful residents who benefit the economy by spending millions of dollars here. However, the government’s attitude is always subject to change, just as the government itself is subject to change every four years. Therefore, I encourage anyone who intends to live in Costa Rica for long periods of time to apply for permanent residence. (See chapter 17 for details.)

    
      
        One more caution: A foreigner who tries to exit the country without paying a traffic ticket might not be allowed to leave until the ticket is paid! This could cause a huge problem when trying to board your airline flight! Maybe even miss your connection. There’s always been resentment about car rental tourists getting away with not paying tickets, but a recent rise in the cost of traffic penalties encouraged the government to go after those who refuse to settle up. So make a trip to the bank and pay for your traffic violations before leaving for Nicaragua for your seventy-two-hour sojourn, or before heading for the airport!

      

    
    Finally, I urge that you make no decisions about permanent moves, such as buying property or making business investments, without spending several months “on location,” getting to know the country and the community, meeting your potential neighbors, and learning what Costa Rica is all about. Before making any financial moves, find a good lawyer, one recommended by residents in the North American community. Above all, don’t hand your money to someone simply because he or she speaks English, comes from Akron or Atlanta, and has an honest face. Honest faces and firm handshakes are the marks of successful swindlers! Costa Rica has suffered its fair share of sweet-talking gringos with designs on your pocketbooks. There’s something about a foreign country that tends to bring out latent larceny in some people. Later on in this book, we’ll discuss ways to protect yourself from being swindled.

  

  
    Retirement Tours

    Although travel in Costa Rica is easy and plans can be very casual, some folks prefer to take a guided tour to the more popular areas for relocation. An organized tour is more efficient and saves time because the tour guide knows exactly where the expatriates prefer to live, and the guide will be able to introduce you to North Americans who have made the move to Costa Rica.

    One tour that comes highly recommended is conducted by Christopher Howard, who has been a resident of Costa Rica since 1980, appeared on the Today show, and authored several guidebooks about Costa Rican living. His in-depth tours take you to the Central Valley and the central and southern Pacific regions of the country. All tours include a two-day seminar on every subject related to moving here. Mr. Howard recently published the book Guide to Real Estate in Costa Rica. Visit his website and blog at www.liveincostarica.com.

    Another Costa Rica tour operator, George Lundquist, features a retirement tour called “Expose Me to Life for the Non-Rich in Costa Rica.” His four-day tours take guests to some nontraditional retirement locations as well as some of the standard places. He places an emphasis on retiring on Social Security checks. George’s website is www.costaricaretireonss.com.

  

  
    Internet Research

    The Internet is an invaluable planning tool. If you are one of those anti-technology holdouts living in the dark ages without a computer and Internet connection, allow me to strongly recommend that you get one right away. With today’s simplified web browsers, anyone can learn to tap in to this information with an hour or so of instruction. The amount of information on Costa Rica available on the Internet is almost unbelievable, and it grows even more comprehensive by the day. Many expats in Costa Rica don’t use answering machines; if friends or family up north call when nobody is home, long-distance charges apply when the answering machine kicks in. An e-mail message serves the same purpose. Not only that, e-mail is a great way to keep in touch with family in the States or friends in Scotland without expensive long-distance charges.

    Even better than a traditional telephone, a computer program known as Skype provides a free way to communicate with friends in any nation in the world, provided they also have Skype installed on their computers. Simply connect with your friend’s computer and talk as long as you like, for free. If you use an inexpensive little video camera, your phone call will also be a video call! The sound and video quality are excellent. If your friends don’t have a computer, you can use Skype to call their land telephone for next to free. For example, to call a California telephone from our Costa Rican home, the charge is 2.3 cents a minute (compared with 50 cents a minute by long-distance telephone). There is no charge to download Skype to your computer. You can find the program to download at www.skype.com.

    I recommend taking a laptop for your Skype connections, since you can easily carry it on the plane and keep it with you as you travel about the country. If you don’t have a laptop, a regular desktop computer can be purchased in Costa Rica. The government places low or no import duties on computer products. Prices are somewhat similar to what you would pay in the States.

    A Google search will return scads of websites with regional descriptions of Costa Rica, real estate for sale, homes for rent, and online expatriate groups. If you want to correspond directly with folks living in Costa Rica or others who are considering moving there, you’ll find forums and bulletin boards where they post their e-mail addresses. You should try to make some Costa Rica friends before you ever leave for the airport.

    A valuable Internet resource is the website of the Association of Residents of Costa Rica (ARCR). We highly recommend ARCR as the place to apply for residency and buy group health insurance, and for newcomers as well as residents to solve problems. The bulletin board has extensive archives of past messages. The website is www.arcr.net.

    A search for Costa Rica blogs will return a flurry of websites as well, full of experiences of North Americans who have relocated to Costa Rica. These may be great source of advice for potential visitors who might be interested in relocating in paradise. Some blogs are also designed to promote business interests, but the basic information is there. Just a few web-sites, off the top of my head, are listed below:

    
      Costa Rica Living (www.groups.yahoo.com/group/costaricaliving.com) is a popular expatriate website. The forum allows expatriates living in the country to keep in touch with each other socially, with news of expat gatherings, luncheons, and other events, both scheduled and impromptu. They exchange information about where to procure hard-to-find items and are generous when answering questions from those wanting to know more about Costa Rica. Occasionally you’ll find arguments and conflicts with the participants, and sometimes the forum is under attack from “trolls” (people who don’t live in Costa Rica, but enjoy stirring up trouble). That’s just part of the fun.

    
      Retire for Less in Costa Rica (www.retireforlessincostarica.com) is a blog by Paul and Gloria Yeatman, a couple from the States, outlining their experiences while settling into residency in Costa Rica, specifically in the San Ramon area. It’s very well-done and informative.

    
      BoomersOffshore.com (www.boomersoffshore.com). Too young for to qualify for Social Security, way too young to qualify for Medicare, a baby boomer couple with a bleak financial future made a major decision to pull the plug on this thing they call “work.” This blog outlines how they cashed out and retired early in Costa Rica.

    
      WeLoveCostaRica.com (www.welovecostarica.com) is a website by Scott Oliver, a British expatriate, who has done extensive Costa Rica research, and profiles established as well as newcomer retirees. The website gives reviews of numerous Costa Rican communities that welcome newbie expatriates to their midst as well as objective information about living and retiring in Costa Rica.
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What’s Costa Rica Like?

Costa Rica is the second-smallest country in Central America, comprising around 20,000 square miles. Many sections are almost unpopulated, mantled with rain forest, dense jungle, and rugged mountain landscapes. Costa Rica is so small that you can have breakfast at a restaurant on a Pacific Ocean beach and drive leisurely across the country in time to have an early dinner at a restaurant on an Atlantic beach. At its widest point, Costa Rica is 174 miles wide; at the narrowest, only 100 miles.

Yet the country doesn’t appear small. Certainly not from the viewpoint of tourists driving rental cars over slow roads, winding uphill and down. Every turn in the road brings a new vista, another scene to contemplate, another curve to watch out for cattle on the road and traffic cops armed with radar guns.

Travel articles and guidebooks traditionally describe Costa Rica as being the size of West Virginia. We can also say that Costa Rica is about half the size of Kentucky. If these figures make the country sound small and insignificant, we can balance the equation by pointing out that Costa Rica is twice as large as Israel and Albania. It’s also larger than Belgium, Holland, or Switzerland, plus many countries you and I can’t even pronounce.

Few countries of any size offer such a wide diversity of scenery and climate or the variety of flora and fauna. Probably no other country in the world dedicates such a large percentage of its territory to national parks and wildlife refuges. About 27 percent of Costa Rica’s land is thus protected. These preserves range from cloud forests to tropical beaches, from volcanic craters to jungle swamps and inland waterways. The national park system is a major attraction for tourism.

When you hear friends remark that they were disappointed in Costa Rica, there’s a good chance their visit was a ten-hour stopover on a cruise ship. Cruise ships here disembark at one of two shipping ports, one on the Pacific and the other on the Caribbean, where major scenic attractions are industrial warehouses, tank trucks, and storage sheds. These typical port towns do not leave a favorable first impression on tourists. (To say the least.) So the cruise director loads passengers onto buses and zips them away to the city of San José or to a scenic jungle park for a short visit and then back to the ship in time for dinner. Small wonder cruise-ship visitors cannot understand why people praise Costa Rica.

Costa Rica’s bewildering assortment of wildlife includes 850 species of birds—more than in the entire continent north of Mexico. Representative mammals are monkeys, coatis, jaguars, and ocelots, as well as sloths, tapirs, and agoutis. One evening down on the Pacific Coast, a large anteater ambled in front of our car, its long snout almost touching the ground in front and an equally heavy tail drooping behind, looking very prehistoric. Turtles, colorful frogs, and toads of all descriptions abound, as do crocodiles and iguanas. Snakes? Of course. They range from huge boa constrictors to tiny coral snakes. Experts say there are more varieties of butterflies in Costa Rica than in the entire African continent. More than 2,000 species have been collected so far, and more are being discovered. The number of orchids and bromeliads boggles the mind. This is truly a naturalist’s paradise.

Many tropical countries offer beaches and vacation accommodations, but nowhere else in the world can a tourist find such a combination of beaches, mountains, friendliness, and tropical wonder that’s accessible year-round.

The Costa Rican government recognizes these unique assets and actively involves its citizens in both the preservation and the exploitation of nature at the same time. How do you protect as well as exploit the environment? Just one example: By hiring local people to guard and preserve endangered-turtle-nesting beaches, jobs are created. Beach villages then become tourist attractions, complete with motels, restaurants, and shops, thus creating even more jobs. Visitors from all over the world can now visit cloud forests, turtle-nesting beaches, and nature preserves—in comfort. In the process, tourists leave much-appreciated foreign currency with Costa Rican businesses and banks.

North Americans and Europeans are scrambling to join this bandwagon and, with government encouragement, are investing heavily in tourist businesses, particularly in motels, restaurants, and endeavors of a like nature. Some enterprises become instant successes, with full bookings and plenty of business. Despite occasional slow spells, Costa Rica’s commerce and tourism have forged ahead through the past decade and continue to be healthy and grow into the new century. (Details about starting and operating a business in Costa Rica are presented in chapter 11.)


  A COUNTRY OF CONTRADICTIONS

  Before readers are left with the impression that everything is perfect in paradise and that Costa Rica is the best of all worlds, let’s examine some contradictions.

  The first contradiction: Even though the Costa Rican government is totally committed to preserving the environment and tries to control illegal deforestation, it also permits foreign companies to bulldoze forests in order to make more banana plantations and tourist resorts. The government puts large tracts of land into biological and wildlife reserves, forest reserves, national parks, and Indian reservations, yet at the same time, farmers and agribusinesses cut down forests on private tracts almost at will. The economy destroys in the name of progress, while the government tries to preserve in the name of conservation. But at least the government does try, and its efforts are improving.

  Another contradiction: The growth of ecotourism in Costa Rica brings hundreds of thousands of visitors to enjoy the ecological wonderlands. But large numbers of visitors tramping through delicately balanced wilderness systems threaten to destroy the very ecological treasures that lure them to Costa Rica in the first place. The government raised admission fees to national parks in an effort to cut traffic to some extent. Some say the increase was merely to bring in more revenue, which may well be true, but it did indeed lower the number of visitors and traffic in national parks. The fee increase had a beneficial side effect in directing more business toward private ecological parks and developments.

  Yet another contradiction in Costa Rica is the high incidence of petty crime among such a peaceful population, particularly in larger cities. In fact, a major criticism this book has received in the past is that it does not place proper emphasis on the crime rates. I have to admit that I’ve had a tendency to overlook this issue, in part because I feel that the problem is lightweight compared with the crime situation in most other foreign countries. Violent crime in Costa Rica is almost insignificant when matched with the crime rate in many US communities of similar size. On the other hand, there are some localities with a relatively high crime rate (just as in any country). We’ll discuss crime in more detail in chapter 5.

  Some will disagree, but I personally feel that Costa Rica’s substandard roads, congested traffic in some areas, and serious potholes are a bigger annoyance than petty crime. I must admit, the government is trying its best to upgrade the roads and fill in potholes. A chronic shortage of funds, ever-increasing traffic, heavy trucks, and occasional intense rainfall make road maintenance difficult. The problem of potholes in rural highways and heavy traffic in the city will always be another of those fly-in-the-ointment nuisances you’ll have to accept if you want to live in paradise. Nothing’s perfect. When you are really deep into rural areas, your biggest obstacle to driving might be a herd of cattle being driven down the road or a sow and litter of piglets ambling across the way.

  Another contradiction is the Costa Ricans’ attitude toward foreigners buying prime coastal land now that the foreign population is increasing. Even though the Costa Rican people are friendly, gentle, and welcoming, you might assume they feel some level of resentment as they see foreigners bidding up the price of choice property until it is out of their price range. When they sell their agricultural properties, they are forced to move into local villages and accept employment from the newcomers. The big-money players are heavily represented by North American, British, and German buyers (more or less in that order). However, this resentment, when evidenced, is low and balanced by an appreciation of how foreign investment creates jobs and bolsters the economy.

  Where my wife and I own property, local people tell us they’d much rather see foreigners own the land, because Costa Rican ranchers tend to clear-cut the forest to make room for cattle. From the cattle ranchers’ viewpoint, trees don’t make money until they are chopped down and sold for lumber or wood pulp. But they consider pastures with fattening cattle as renewable resources. Tico workers are well aware that cattle ranches create few jobs other than mending fences. On the other hand, foreign businesses, construction, and working for expat residents create employment and prosperity for all. So the bottom line is that there is surprisingly less resentment toward foreign developers than one might expect.

  Visitors and foreign residents can do little to resolve these contradictions, but they need to be aware that problems do exist and may crop up in the future. The best we can do is try to minimize our impact upon the natural resources of the country. None of these problems have gotten out of hand and the Costa Rican government is constantly seeking solutions. But in any democracy, the going is slow and cumbersome. Just be aware that not everything is perfect—but for our money, Costa Rica is still paradise!




  MENU OF CLIMATES

  For such a small country, Costa Rica has an astonishing variety of climates. From the misty mountaintops of Talamanca and Monteverde to the dry northern Guanacaste province, from the permanent spring weather of the Arenal area to the jungle lushness of the Caribbean Coast, Costa Rica has every kind of climate one might desire. Well, except frozen snow and bitter cold; but you don’t want that anyway. Yes, there are seasons, but the differences between them are measured in differences in rainfall rather than in temperature variation. Therefore, unlike many other choice world vacation spots, Costa Rica isn’t a one-season destination. Almost any time of the year can be a perfect time to visit. September and October are probably the least popular months, because these are the rainiest. (Conversely, many expat residents prefer these months because there are fewer tourists.)

  Costa Rican people transpose the meanings of winter and summer. To them, “summer” months are December, January, and February—the dry season. This is when children take their “summer vacation” from school. To Costa Ricans, “winter” is June through October! Conversations can become confusing when Costa Ricans and North Americans discuss the seasons, with summer and winter having opposite meanings for each. To avoid misunderstandings, I generally say “rainy season” or “dry season” instead of “winter” or “summer” so everybody knows what I mean.

  The dry season, which begins around the end of November and lasts until May in many parts of the country, isn’t parched and arid, as the name might imply. Occasional showers keep plants and lawns pleasantly green and flowers blooming in the higher elevations. Some Pacific coastal areas are truly dry January through May, yet much of the vegetation has adapted to this wet-dry environment and manages to stay green through the yearly drought. On the Caribbean Coast and in the northern areas around Lake Arenal, “dry season” is just a figure of speech; rain knows no seasons here.

  A common misconception is that “rainy season” means continuous downpours. Typically, even in the rainiest parts of the country, the day begins with glorious sunshine. Blossoms seem to glow in the sparkling-clean air; birds sing happily. Then clouds roll in after lunch. Rain, sometimes heavy, falls between 2:00 and 4:00 p.m. (In some places you can almost set your clock by it.) The downpour sends people indoors for a couple of hours (an ideal time for a nap). Then sunshine returns, and the world is once again refreshed, ready for another glorious sunset. Rain often returns in early morning, from 2:00 to 4:00 a.m., followed by a gloriously colored sunrise. Seldom does it rain every single day; and several days in a row can be perfectly dry and full of sunshine.

  To further complicate matters, what is true of the mountain valley environment around San José isn’t necessarily true on the Caribbean side, which can be flooded with sunshine while the capital is awash in aguaceros (rainstorms), and vice versa. The fact is, no matter what time of year you choose to visit, you’re guaranteed a generous serving of sunny weather— and possibly some rain as well.

  On the northwestern Pacific side, the dry season is exactly that, with very little rain falling from early December until the beginning of May. The grass turns brown, and many trees lose their leaves, just as they do in North America in the winter. But the reason for leaf loss is to conserve water, not because of frost and freezing weather. Most trees are evergreen, but even some of these lose a portion of their leaves. It isn’t as bleak as it sounds, for many of these trees replace leaves with brilliantly colored blossoms, as this is the time of year to attract bees, butterflies, and other pollinating insects.

  Because most North Americans customarily think of the tropics as a place to visit during their winter season—to escape the snow and ice of their homelands—they are often surprised to find that the months of June, July, and August are the favorite time of year for many who live in Costa Rica. “You can’t really appreciate this country until you’ve experienced our winter months,” says my friend Graham Henshaw, an expatriate from England. “When the rains start in May, the grass and trees change to a bright emerald color. Flowers that bloom only in July and August are absolutely stunning. That is my favorite time of year.”
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