
Costa Rica In Pro® le

It is a land of volcanoes and valleys, of lush green forests and barren p•ra€o, of pal€-fringed beaches 
and rocky shores. A land of prowling jaguars, gli• ering hu€€ingbirds and electric blue bu• er‚ ies.  

Nestled between Nicaragua and Pana€a, Costa Rica €akes up part of the Isth€us of Pana€a, 
otherwise known as Central A€erica.  Co€bined with its varied topography, its unique location as the 
land link between North and South A€erica and as the divider of the Paci® c Ocean and the Caribbean 
Sea, this s€all nation is blessed with an unparalleled diversity of wildlife.  Costa Rica is ho€e to €ore 
organis€s per area than any other country on earth.  Vigorous seis€ic activity over ti€e yield the 
towering volcanoes and jagged €ountain ranges that €ake this s€all nation fa€ous worldwide.

Although it is considered a developing nation, Costa Rica has one of the highest literacy rates in 
the world and a stable econo€y supported by electronics, coƒ ee, bananas and, of course, touris€.  
„es ides its splendid array of wildlife and landscapes, Costa Rica is also known for its neutrality.  The 
govern€ent voted to disband the €ilitary, instead concentrating funds on education.  The people 
of Costa Rica are friendly, polite and laid-back, a• itudes that are re‚ ected by their paci® st stance 
towards other countries.  Although they are proud of their independence and uniqueness, they 
graciously welco€e outside visitors.

Costa Rica is the perfect destination for naturalist travelers or ecotourists because of this 
hospitality as well as its topographical and biological diversity.  The nation has o…  cially safeguarded 
a greater percentage of its land than any other country, providing shelter and protection to an 
incredible variety of e†otic plants and ani€als, €any of which are ende€ic to this land.  It is essential 
to €aintain these protected areas so as to ensure the survival of all living creatures.  „y visiting the 
country and its national parks and reserves, you are directly contributing to the protection of a host 
of native wildlife.

The diversity of landscapes in Costa Rica €eans there is so€ething for everyone; fro€ the bustling 
sprawl of the cities, to the e†hilaration of white water rafting, rela†ing stea€ing hot springs, 
enchanted coral reefs and €agical €ontane cloud forest, all with the opportunity to view rainbow 
colored €acaws, sleepy sloths, endangered sea turtles, alienesque insects and  gregarious troops of 
€onkeys along the way.  

Welco€e to Costa Rica.
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Before You Go 



Costa Rica lies between latitudes 11•1€'N and 8•N and between 82•€€'W and 85•58'W, in the middle of the 
Tropic of Cancer.  Among Costa Rican territory is Isla de Coco, an island of 10 square miles (25 km2) in the 
Galapagos chain about €00 miles (480 km) southwest of Costa Rica, where Captain Morgan's treasure is said 
to be buried.  Because it is a tropical country, there are only two seasons (sometimes indistinct), the wet and the 
dry.  In some parts of the country the seasonality is more accurately divided into the wet and the we• er (see 
Climate).  Costa Rica is bordered to the north by Nicaragua and to the south by ‚anama.  Together, the countries 
of Central America make up the Isthmus of ‚anama, a narrow ridge of land joining the North and South American 
continents and dividing the Atlantic and ‚aci® c Oceans.  Although it is only 19,652 square miles (50,900 km2) 
in area (about the size of West Virginia, Nova Scotia or Switzerland) and no wider than 175 miles (280 km) at 
any point, Costa Rica is very geographically and biologically diverse.

Costa Rica lies on the Ring of Fire, a 9,000-mile (14,500 km) line of tectonic plate boundaries running from 
Alaska to Tierra del Fuego, characterized by earthquakes and volcanoes.  The land that is now Costa Rica was 
underwater ten million years ago.  The Cocos plate moved northeast and collided with the Caribbean plate, 

causing it to uplift (known as subduction).  This 
land continued to be driven upwards, ® rst piercing 
the ocean's surface at what is now the ‚en insula of 
Nicoya.  This intense geologic activity was accom-
panied by earthquakes and volcanic eruptions, which 
added to the land height.  For several millennia a 
string of islands, probably mostly the tallest volca-
noes, linked North and South America.  About three 
million years ago, the activity of the subduction zone 
® nally formed a continuous land link between the 
continents and separated the ‚aci® c Ocean from 
the Caribbean Sea.  Four mountain ridges unite to 
form the highlands dividing the ‚aci® c and Caribbean 
plains: Cordillera de Guanacaste, Cordillera de Tilarƒn, 
Cordillera Central and Cordillera de Talamanca (from 
north t o south).  These mountain ranges are com-
posed of e„tinct and seven active volcanoes such as 
Cerro Chirrip…, which at 12,526 feet (€,818 m) is 

the highest peak in the country, Volcƒn Arenal 5,€58 f eet (1,6€€ m), considered by many volcanologists to be 
the most active volcano in the Western †emisphere (it is constantly spewing ash, vapor and molten lava) and 
Volcƒn ‚o ƒs, which has a mile wide caldera, the largest collapsed crater in the Western †emisphere.  Even atop 
Costa Rica's highest mountains, paleontologists are continually discovering fossils of sea creatures, proof that 
the Isthmus of ‚anama was once underwater.

Four of the nation's ® ve largest cities are found in a high plateau in the central highlands (Meseta Central): 
Alajuela - home of the Juan Santamar‡a International Airport, †eredia - the university center, Cartago - 
the former capital, and San Josˆ - the current capital and largest city.  Nearly two-thirds of the country's 
population lives in this area, which lies at an average of 5,000 feet (1,524 m) above sea level.  The land plunges 
down the volcanic slopes northeast into the vast Caribbean plains and to the smooth coastline, which stretches 
1€2 miles (212 km) in length.  The lowlands on the ‚aci® c side are far more rugged, characterized by rocky 
streams and cli‰ s.  The huge ‚eninsula de Nicoya in the north and the smaller Osa ‚en-
insula in the south make the ragged ‚aci® c coastline 6€1 miles (1,016 km) in length.
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Costa Rica is famous worldwide for its high species and habitat diversity, which is a• ributed to its geologic 
history and geographical location€  As the volcanoes of the boundary between the Cocos and Caribbean Plates 
lurched skyward, they formed an island chain between North and South America€  For many plants and animals, 
the lands were close enough to allow a species exchange while still allowing marine organisms from the Paci® c 
Ocean and the Caribbean Sea to interact€  About three million years ago, the subduction zone formed a 
continuous land link, allowing land animals to migrate between the continents, an interaction that is referred to 
as the Great Continental Interchange€  Ancient armadillos, porcupines and opossums native to South America 
made their way up to temperate North America, some colonizing Central America en route€  Animals such as 
tree sloths and monkeys, however, never moved north of Mexico€  Deer, tapirs, bears, mastodons and cats, like 
the saber-toothed tiger, migrated into South America, again, some se• ling in Central America€  The result of 
this sudden exposure of plants and animals to new environments, niches, prey and competitors was a dramatic 
increase in species diversity€  This eventually lowered and leveled o•  as nature established a new e‚uilibrium€  
Some animals became extinct and others thrived€  The land rise also resulted in the separation of the oceans, 
which also may have contributed to speciation through geographical isolation€  

The volcanoes of Costa Rica are still rapidly (geologically speaking) growing taller, creating new climates and 
habitats in the process€  The land encompasses mangrove swamps, rainforest, montane cloud forest, p•€amo 
(sub-alpine grassland) and dry deciduous forest€  Because only specially adapted organisms are able to survive at 
high elevation and in dry climate, the volcanic peaks of the country can be considered ecological ªislandsº and are 
crawling with species that do not exist elsewhere€  Because Costa Rica lies within the tropics, it receives sunlight 
directly overhead throughout the year€  This fact combined with the unusually high level of rainfall that it receives 
has resulted in perfect growing conditions for an enormous variety of plants€  Throughout most of the country, it 
is moist enough to allow epiphytes such as orchids to grow€  These plants grow on the branches of trees, taking 
advantage of them only to get closer to the sun and collecting their own nutrients and moisture falling through 
the air in tight reservoirs€  A single tree may support dozens of di• erent species of plants€  Animals have evolved 
to ® ll the many niches provided by the diverse forests€  By feeding on a plant that no other animal feeds on, for 
example, a species is able to survive by avoiding competition€  

The conse‚uence of all of these factors - the Great Continental Interchange, tropical latitude, high rainfall 
and varied topography - has led to an unparalleled biodiversity in Costa Rica€  In fact, according to the World 
Resources Institute, 5% of all known species are native to Costa Rica, giving it a higher biodiversity per unit area 
than any other country on earth€  It has:

 · 12 Holdridge Life Zones (biological habitats de® ned according to their altitude, climate and forest 
   type) of the 36 in the world
 · Over 850 bird species - a tenth of all known species, far more than in North America, Australia or 
  Europe  
 · Over 200 mammal species, 27 of which are endangered, including all six cats
 · Over 35,000 insect species, including:
   · More than 1000 bu• er¯ y species, a ‚uarter of the world total and more than all of Africa
 · 220 species of reptiles, of which 162 are snakes
 · About 160 species of amphibians, including 20 species of poison dart frog
 · About 130 species of freshwater ® sh
 · Over 10,000 species of vascular plants, including:
   · Over 1200 orchid species, all of which are considered endangered, with
      ̄owers ranging in size from less than one millimeter to 20 inches (50cm)  across  
   · 2000 species of bromeliads
   · Over 1400 tree species
   · About 800 fern species

Environment
C

O
ST

A
 R

IC
A

 P
R

O
F

IL
E

 

3



One of the jobs of your guides on the study-tour is to help you locate fascinating wildlife while hiking through the 
forest.  However, you must help them, ® rst, by walking as quietly as possible.  Use all your senses, sight, smell 
and hearing.  Look for movements in the branches, sni•  for the territorial markings of animals, listen for rustling 
leaves and calls.  Observe everything around you and try to take in as much as you can.  €t is not everyday that 
you get the opportunity to visit such a complex and interesting environment.

Protected  Areas
Costa Rica stands out among other nations because it has protected a greater 
percentage of its land (more than 20%) than any other nation.  There are 24  
National Parks, 34  wildlife Refuges, 10  Biological reserves and 12  Forest reserves 
under the National Conservation Areas System. €n addition, some privately 
owned lodges and reserves have established protected lands that they monitor 
themselves.  The government has realized that the forests have an economic value 
beyond timber, fruit and potential agricultural land.  The country participates in 
the ªdebt for natureº program whereby international environmental groups like the 
Nature Conservancy and World Wide Fund for Nature pay part of the national debt 
in exchange for the protection of a speci® ed amount of forest.  Also, by protecting 
nearly a quarter of its forests, Costa Rica a• racts  more than €00 ,000  foreign 
visitors annually, making tourism its second leading generator of income.  €t is 
worth mentioning, however, that not all ecotourism is actually environmentally 
friendly; many organizations that claim to be helping protect the environment 

are only exploiting it for capital gains.  EcoTeach is commi• ed to supporting a variety of cultural and 
environmental conservation projects thr oughout the country, as well as to raising awareness about the 
importance of the environment and how to save it.

Despite the government's forward-minded policy, deforestation remains a rampant problem in the country, both 
outside of protected areas and illegally within them.  With the destruction of 200  square miles (520  km2) of 
forest per year (about 2.3%), Costa Rica has one of the highest rates of deforestation in Central America.  As 
in any country, there are insu•  cient funds provided by the government to employ guards to patrol all of the 
protected parks, so illegal logging is taking place in many parts of the country.  €n addition to pressure on plants 
and animals due to habitat loss, deforestation also leads to soil erosion, degradation of watersheds and nutrient 
impoverishment of soils. Agriculture has blanketed nearly all land not o•  cially protected and large resorts, new 
roads and hydroelectric damns further burden the fragile environment.  

Over half of all of the species described by science live in rainforests between 10  degrees north and south 
of the equator.  However, deforestation around the world is leading to the destruction of this precious 
ecosystem.  The highly biodiverse rainforests have established a delicate equilibrium that is easily upset by human 
interference.  Apart f rom the multitude of beautiful and exotic species of organisms that live in this unique habitat, 
over half of known medicines are derived from rainforest plants.  Natural medicines have long been used to remedy 
a wide variety of ailments by indigenous people.  Certainly, there remain many plants with medicinal properties yet 
to be discovered, however, rainforests are being devastat ed before scientists get a chance to discover these 
invaluable resources.  Costa Rica has appropriated the daunting task of collecting and classifying the country's 
living creatures to €NBio (€nstitute Nacional de Biodiversidad), which has consequently established a unique 
partnership with the pharmaceutical giant ‚ erck & Co. €nternational, who funds this research in exchange for 
rights to market newly discovered remedies.  A percentage of the pro® ts also goes towards further conservation 
e• orts.

Protected  Areas
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‚ ajestic Corcovado National Park



Climate
As a tropical country, Costa Rica only has two seasons, wet and dry.  The dry season runs from December to April, 
while the rest of the year is the wet season.  Although temperatures do not  ̄uctuat e much by season, Costa 
Ricans refer to the dry season as verano (summer) and the wet season invierno (winter).  The highlands and most 
of the Paci® c slope experience a marked dry season when it rains only a couple of days per month (whereas it 
rains about two out of three days during the wet season).  Along the Caribbean coast and in the Southern Paci® c 
regions it is rainy throughout the year, with between 130 to 160  inches (330 to 400  cm) of annual rainfall.  
There is a slight dip in rainfall during June and July in the Caribbean and between January and May in the Southern 
Paci® c, periods referred to as veranillo (li• le summer).

Temperature is dependent primarily on ele€ation.  Daytime temperatures in the lowlands a€erage o€er 86•‚  
(30 •C) and around 72•‚  (22•C) at night.  Although it is usually slightly ho• er on the Paci® c side, the humidity 
of the Caribbean makes it seem more so.  In the central highlands, temperatures range between 61•‚  (16•C) and 
78• ‚  (26•C) year round.  This climate is €ery pleasant, warm, refreshing and breezy.  Based on intensi€e studies, 
NASA and National Geographic ha€e concluded that Atenas, a quiet town about 40km west of San Josƒ, has the 
best o€erall climate in the world„  we don't disagree with them.

History
Archeologists belie€e that the ® rst people made their way south into Central America about 10,000  years ago, 
descendents of Mongoloid peoples that crossed the Bering Strait between the Chukotka Peninsula in what is 
now Russia and the Seward Peninsula of Alaska.  These people continued their push south, se• ing up se• lements 
along the way while others continued into uncolonized areas to a€oid competition.  A wealth of jade, gold and 
po• ery fashioned by Pre-Colombian people of this area demonstrate their skill and handiwork, as well as trade 
with other cultures.  Most of this material comes from the Paci® c side of the country, particularly from the 
Chorotega of the Nicoya Peninsula, where the dry climate demanded po• ery to transport water.  The Spanish 

conquistadors, howe€er, destroyed the majority of artifacts.  One of the most enigmatic 
items left by Pre-Colombian people are the strange stone spheres of the Diquis region in 
southern Costa Rica.  These perfectly spherical granite stones, ranging in size from a few 
inches in diameter to se€eral feet, are sca• ered throughout the region.  Some stones 
ha€e been found as far away as the Isla del Ca•o, 12 miles (20 km) o€ shore from the 
Osa Peninsula.  Nobody knows why or how they were made or how they were transported 
around the country.

Christopher Columbus was the ® rst • uropean to arri€e in what is now Costa Rica, 
disembarking on Isla U€ita, near the present port city of Lim‚ n on his fourth and ® nal 
€oyage to the Americas on September 18, 1ƒ02.  Afte r this expedition, King ‚ erdinand 
of Spain sent Diego de Nicuesa to colonize Costa Rica and ® nd the source of indigenous 
gold in 1ƒ06 .  The colonizers were met with resistance from the indigenous people.  

• €entually, the colonizers were deterred and dri€en o€  by the impenetrable jungle, unfamiliar diseases and 
guerrilla a• acks from nati€e people.

Groups of Spaniards continued to sail to Costa Rica in wa€es in an a• empt t o se• le the region and ensla€e the 
indigenous people in gold mines.  In 1ƒ22 , Gil Gonz„ lez D„ €ila led an expedition to the Golfo de Nicoya, reaping a 
wealth of gold treasures from the defenseless Indian communities, but was unable to set up a colony.  …hen he 
happened upon indigenous people adorned in gold, he dubbed the area Costa Rica (ªRich Coast º).  The indigenous 
people of Costa Rica prior to the arri€al of the Spanish were not powerful and aggressi€e like the Mayan and Aztec 
cultures to the north and they were ultimately outmatched by Spanish weaponry.  • xisting populations were 
furthered weakened by war and introduced diseases such as smallpox, measles and tuberculosis.  • specially 
because Spanish colonizers arri€ed in wa€es to Costa Rica, the nati€e people were not 
able to sta€e o€  the intruders.  Impeded by the inhospitable terrain and forest and 
damp climate of the Caribbean  lowlands, the Spaniards, howe€er, were not able to set 
up a successful colony for six decades.
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In 1562, Juan V•€quez de Coronado decided to a• e‚ pt t o e€tabli€h a colony in the ‚ild highland€ rather than 
contend with the heat, hu‚idity and di€ea€e of the coa€t.  On the fertile volcanic €oil of Cartago, the Spaniard€ 
€et up their ® r€t €ucce€€ful, healthy colony.  The ‚ajorit y of initial Spani€h colonie€ in the A‚erica€ were built 
on the coa€t€ €o that they could ‚aintain €teady contact with Spain.  Be€ide€ having been for‚ed in the 
highland€, Cartago wa€ al€o exceptional in that it wa€ built far fro‚  any indigenou€ €e• l e‚ent.   Thi€ ‚ea nt that  the 
€e• ler€ did not have a large €lave labor force available and that they did not inter‚arr y ‚uch to create the 
mestizo people co‚‚ on in ‚o€t Latin A‚ erican countrie€.  Separated fro‚ trade route€ and the coa€t, the 
colony of Cartago did not thrive, but ‚anaged to eke out an exi€tence.

It wa€ not until the early 1700 € that the central highland€ €e• le‚ent began to expand.  New colonie€ were 
e€tabli€hed in Heredia in 1717, San Jo€• in 17€7  and Alajuela in 178 2.  However, li• le architecture fro‚ thi€ 
era re‚ain€ due to the ‚a€€ive eruption of Volc•n Iraz•  in 172€.

On Septe‚ ber 15, 1821, the variou€ territorie€ of Central A‚erica were granted inde‚
pendence fro‚ S pain and dubbed the Central A‚erican United Province€.  Today, thi€ 
event i€ celebrated throughout Co€ta Rica by evening parade€ through the €treet€ 
led by children carrying candle€.  Juan Mora 
Fern•ndez, a for‚er teacher, beca‚ e the ® r€t elected pre€ident and governed the indepen‚
dent nation fro‚ 1 824 to 18€€ .  Beginning early in the 19th century and ri€ing €teadily, 
coƒ ee wa€ cultivated and exported fro‚ the fertile highland€.

„ ith a €table econo‚ic ba€e ca‚e the e‚ergence of a cla€€ €tructure.  One ‚ e‚ber of the 
wealthy cla€€, Juan Rafael Mora, beca‚e pre€ident in 1849  and Co€ta Rica €aw a period of 

econo‚ic pr o€perity due to hi€ pro‚otion of coƒ ee a€ the nation'€ pre‚ier export.  
However, hi€ ter‚ in o…  ce i€ re‚e‚ bered for one of the ‚ o€t bizarre event€ in ‚odern 
Co€ta Rican hi€tory.  In 1855, ® libu€ter „ illia‚ „ alker fro‚ th e United State€, 
backed by the Ja‚e€ Buchanan govern‚ent, conquered Nicaragua with the intention 
of en€laving it€ people in the con€truction of a canal reuniting the Paci® c Ocean with 
the Caribbean Sea.  Ulti‚ately, „ alker planned on conquering the entire Central A‚er ‚
ican region and converting it to a €lave territory.  He advanced a€ far a€ a Hacienda 
Santa Ro€a in the far northwe€t corner of Co€ta Rica.  Although Co€ta Rica 
had no ar‚y at the ti‚ e, Pre€ident Mora ha€tily organized a 9000‚ ‚an ci vilian 
‚ilitia and ‚ar ched the‚ north.  †arly in 1856, they defeated „ alker and hi€ 
troop€ and drove the‚ n orth to Riva€, Nicaragua.  There, „ alker took refuge 
in a wooden fort.  According to the now‚ fa‚ou€ legend, a dru‚‚er b oy na‚ed 
Juan Santa‚ar ‡a volunteered to €et ® re to the €tructure.  Although he wa€ 
€ucce€€ful and forced the A‚ erican troop€ to  ̂ee, 
Santa‚ar ‡a wa€ killed in the proce€€. He i€ thu€ re‚e‚ bered a€ one of Co€ta Rica'€ greate€t heroe€ (in fact, the 
international airport in Alajuela i€ na‚ed after hi‚).

De€pite hi€ victory over „ alker, Mora gradually lo€t favor and wa€ depo€ed in 1859.  Following the overthrow 
of Mora, ‚e‚ ber€ of the wealthy coƒ ee cultivating €ociety ba• led for authority over the nation until the 
® r€t de‚ ocratic election€ took place in 1889 .  †ncouraged by the govern‚ent 
under General To‚•€ Guardia, a North A‚eric an banana planter na‚ed Minor Keith 
€aw through the con€truction of a railroad linking San Jo€• with the Atlantic 
to facilitate coƒ ee €hip‚ent.  Thi€ inti‚idating ta€k re€ulted in the death€ of 
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A €tatue of Juan Santa‚aria now 
€tand€ in Alajuela



In 1917, the Minister of War, Federico Tinoco, overthrew the government and established authoritarian rule.  He 
only lasted two years, however, before being forced out of o•  ce and into e€ile by the Costa Rican people and the 
US government.  In 1948, a dispute over election results between presidential candidates Rafael Angel Calder•n 
‚uardia and eventual president Otilio Ulate escalated to a civil war during which over 2000 people were killed.  
Ulate's government instituted such social reforms as labor unions, minimum wage, social security and suƒ rage 
for women and Afro„Costa Ricans.  Until that time, blacks were not even legally allowed into the highlands.  In 
addition to these civil rights measures, Ulate is famous for having declared neutrality and dissolved the national 
military.  Subsequent governments stabilized the national economy, largely through the promotion of ecotourism 
and coƒ ee and banana e€ports.

Besides political activity, recent Costa Rican history is marked by several natural disasters.  Hurricane C…sar 
ploughed through the southern half of the country in †uly 1996, killing several and damaging roads and tele„
phone and electricit y lines.  In November 1998, Hurricane Mitch caused widespread damage to in the far north„
ern region.  El Ni‡o weather pa  ̂ erns have led to ‰ ooding and landslides throughout the country.  On April 22, 
1991, a massive earthquake that measured 7.4 on the Richter scale uplifted some of the Caribbean shore sev„
eral meters, e€posing and killing coral.  The aftermath of these cataclysmic events can still be observed today in 
the numerous potholes and cracks in roads throughout the country.

Government
Today, there are dozens of political parties in e€istence in Costa Rica, although the Partido de Liberaci•n (PLN 
„ National Liberation Party) and the Partido Unidad Social Cristiana (PUSC „ Social Christian Unity Party) are 
the dominant groups.  Founded by †os… (Don Pepe) Figueres Ferrer, the PLN seeks welfare„state liberalism while 
the PUSC votes in favor of business interests.  The PUSC evolved from the Christian Socialist group, founded by 
Calder•n in 1940 to represent Catholic workers.  Costa Rica has a democratically elected government according 
to the 1949 Constitution.  Voting is mandatory for all citizens over the age of 18, although there is no conse„
quence for choosing not to vote and voter apathy is on the rise.

The president is aided by two vice„presidents and a cabinet of 12 members.  Presidential elections are held every 
four years and the incumbent president cannot run for a successive term.  The country is divided into seven 
provinces „ four of which have their capital within 22km of the national capital „ San †os…, Alajuela, Cartago, 
Heredia, ‚uanacaste, Puntarenas and Lim•n.  The provinces are further divided into 81 cantones (counties) and 
again into 429 districts.  The president appoints a governor to each province.  The people elect a diputado / a 
(congressman/woman) for their area (57 in all) to the Legislative Assembly for four„year terms.  This Assembly, 
in turn, appoints 22 Supreme Court justices to eight„year terms.  As mentioned above, there is no army in Costa 
Rica, only the Fuerza P•blica (Police Force) and the ‚uardacostas (coast guard).

Economy
Costa Rica boasts one of the most stable economies of all Central American countries.  Because the govern„
ment abolished the military and moved to protect so much of its land, it is one of the world's top tourist des„
tinations.  With an annual income of over $800 million, tourism was the county's leading industry throughout 
the 1990s.  Coƒ ee and bananas are now among its leading e€ports, followed by beef and sugar.  Also during the 
1990s, e€ports such as ornamental plants, pineapples, seafood, te€tiles and furniture became important rev„
enue generators.  Other important crops include yucca, beans, corn, spices and cacao.  Since Intel opened manu„
facturing plants in Costa Rica in 1998, electronics equipment has become the nation's leading e€port, with an 
income topping $1 billion per year.  Costa Rica prides itself on its large and powerful middle„class (although 75% 
of all the country's presidents descended from just three original colonizers).  The wide 
and diverse economy has allowed people from all backgrounds to achieve ® nancial suc„
cess.
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National Bird - while a great many of birds in Costa Rica are vividly colored - including the 
metallic green resplendent quetzal (Pharomachrus mocinno) - the national bird is the plain clay-
colored robin (Turdus grayi).  Despite its understated appearance, it is a very important bird 
to the Costa Rican people because it is a dependable meteorologist.  When the yig•irro (as the 
locals call it) sings, it is likely to rain.  In this sense, the clay-colored robin is a symbol of fertility 
and growth to local people.

National Flower - a brilliant magenta orchid, the guaria morada (Ca• €eya skinneri) symbolizes luck, family 
union and beauty to the Costa Rican people.  It grows on trees, roofs, and buildings and has been in 
Costa Rican homes for centuries.

National Tree - the guanacaste (Entero€obium cyc€ocarpum) is beautiful, robust 
tree with thin leaves that grows in low and sunny lands, especially in its name-
sake province of Guanacaste.  The word 
ªguanacasteº literally means ªear treeº due to the compressed and curled 
appearance of the leaves making them look like ears.  Its wood is used in carpentry 
and ornamental crafts and the sap can be used to relieve bronchitis.  The tree 
represents universal equilibrium and sacred creation.  It is a symbol of stability 
and growth and represents Costa Rica's pride of their identity. 

National Flag - in colors of red, white and blue, the Costa Rican  ̄ag follows the colors of the French 
 ̄ag and the ideals of the French Revolution - freedom, equality, and brotherhood.  It was designed 
by the First Lady, Pac•€ ca Fern•ndez ‚ reamuno, in 1848 , and each color represents important 
aspects of Costa Rica: 
 · Blue represents the sky and the opportunities at reach, intellectual thinking, perse-
verance to    accomplish a goal, eternity, and ideals of religious and spiri-
tual desires.
 · White stands clear thinking, happiness, wisdom and the peace of Costa Rica.
  · Red represents the warmth of Costa Rican people, their love to live, their 

bloodshed for 
    freedom, and their generous aƒ itude.

National Mo• o - ªPura Vidaº (meaning ªpure lifeº) is used as a greeting and is also often used in response 
to ªcomo est•s?º (ªhow are youº) and ªcomo le vaº (ªhow's it going?º).  Although 
Costa Rica has not o•  cially designated a national moƒ o, this is one of the 
most commonly used phrases by ticos.  Its usage began in 1€56  with the 
premier of a Mexican movie called ªPura Vida!º.  This saying is used to express 
happiness, peace, tranquility, 
freedom and appreciation.

National Shield - There are seven stars on the shield that represent the nation's 
seven provinces.  The last two were added in 1€6 4 as Costa Rica annexed Lim•n and 
Puntarenas provinces.  The volcanoes represent the three mountain ranges, the 

Cordilleras de Guanacaste, Tilar•n and Talamanca, which divide the country and the Caribbean €ea and the Paci€ c 
‚ cean.  The two myrtl e branches represent the peace and tranquility of the country.  The boats on the water 
symbolize the international trade, parti cularly of co• ee, represented by the small circles on both sides of the 
shield.

National Labor Symbol - a strong, rustic vehicle, the oxcart is the perfect symbol to 
portray the peaceful tradition of Costa Rica and the arduous and fervent labor of its 

National Emblems
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The estimated population of Costa Rica is about 3.7 million, of which more than 60% live in the central highlands.  
The population growth rate is about 2% and the infant mortalit y is 13 per 1000 births.  With a population den-
sity of over 70 people per square kilometer, Costa Rica ranks third most densely populated in Central America.  
As a result of successive waves of Spanish colonizers, only 2% of the current population of Costa Rica is of indig-
enous descent.  Of these, over 60% are protected within the Reserva de La Biosfera La Amistad, a designated 
world heritage site encompassing about 250,000 hectares across southeastern Costa Rica and northwestern 
Panam•.  Several indigenous groups have managed to maintain their culture through geographic isolation and gov-
ernment protection including€ the Bribri from the Talamanca area, the Guayami near the border with Panam•, the 
Borucas in southern Puntarenas province and the Miskitos of mixed African and indigenous blood on the south-
ern Caribbean coast.  The Indigenous Bill of 1977 granted the eight native tribes rights to self-government on 
their lands.  However, they only received citizenship in 1992 and the right to vote in 1994.

1% of the population is of Asian decent (mostly Chinese) and another 2% is black, mostly con® ned to the Carib-
bean coast near Lim•n.  This unique sub-culture is descended from ‚amaicans who were brought over to con-
struct the railway spanning the country in the late 1800s.  The principle language is Spanish, although many 
black caribeƒos still speak a dialect of Caribbean „nglish brought over from ‚amaica.  We highly recommend pur-
chasing a Spanish phrasebook or taking some introductory courses before visiting.  This background knowledge in 
the language will greatly enhance your experience on because it will allow you to make friends wherever you go.  

Adding to the cultural diversity of the country is a small Italian community in San Vito in the south, Quakers 
in Monteverde and ‚ewish communities in the larger cities.  Also, more than 35,000 U.S. retirees, who prefer 
the warm climate and tranquilo a• itude of the people, have se• led in „scaz€, Santa Ana and Ala•uela in recent 
decades.  Since the start of political and economic instability in the 1980s, more than 250,000 Nicaraguans 
have sought work and residence in Costa Rica.  Recognizable by their darker skin and indigenous features, Nicara-
guans are looked down upon by some Costa Ricans because many work illegally and for less than minimum wage in 
the country.

Costa Ricans are unique among Central Americans and they are proud of it.  Perhaps this evolved over years 
of isolation in the central highland se• lements (indeed, Costa Ricans were not aware of their independence for 
a full month after it was granted).  Their customs, education and standard of living are on par with „uropean 
countries.  Although ªCosta Ricanº is costariquense (coh-stah-ree-K„ N-say) in Spanish, the people like to refer 
to themselves as tico / a, referring to the use of the diminutive in the language.  Adding -ito / a to the end of a 
noun is a cute or a• ectionate way of saying it.  In general, Costa Ricans are very friendly, non-confrontational and 
hospitable.  They are curious about the language and customs of foreign visitors and eager to help them ® nd their 
way around their country.  

Costa Rican society is relatively conservative and this is re€ ected in their often reserved behavior.  Making a good 
impression is particularly important, so people from rural communities, for example, dress up to go into town.  
Although many young women in the cities wear tight clothing, it is not revealing.  Almost everybody wears long 
pants (especially •eans), even in the muggy Caribbean lowlands, but skimpy bathing wear is acceptable on the 
beach.  With the exception of the occasional Guanacaste horseman, fashion and hairstyles largely re€ ect West-
ern popular culture.  Courtesy is very important t o ticos.  They are very polite and a• entive.  It is traditional 
for men to shake hands upon greeting and for women and mixed-gender encounters, a kiss on the right cheek.  
Ticos are sensitive people, but are very understanding when dealing with people who are unfamiliar with the lan-
guage and customs.  However, they openly refer to friends or even perfect stranger as chino / a if s/he has slightly 
narrow eyes, gordo / a (fat) if s/he is slightly overweight and negro / a (black) if s/he has slightly dark skin.  Do not 
be o• ended; these are used as handy nicknames, especially useful to distinguish two 
people with the same ® rst name.

People
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Culture
Beginning about 50 years ago as Costa Rica began to establish a solid economic base, a cultural insurgence of 
performing arts, music and literature has taken place.  One of the most recognizable buildings in San Jos• is 
the €eatro Nacional, featuring regular live performances of operas, ballets and plays.  Built in the 1890s, this 
elegant building features statues of composers on the outside and a large canvas painting, marble stairs, and 
gilded ceilings within.  Salsa, merengue and cumbia music are the most popular and never fail to bring couples 
of all ages onto the dance ̄ oor to wiggle their hips.  Also popular are political rock among university students, 
reggae and calypso in the Caribbean, and traditional marimba music in Guanacaste.  Aside from the National 
Symphony Orchestra, most musical groups are not known outside of Costa Rica.  Carmen Naranjo is Costa Rica's 
most famous writer.  A novelist, poet and short-story writer, she received the Gariela Mistral medal from Chile 
in 1996.  €raditional crafts such as the ornately painted ox carts (carretas), brightly polished wooden bowls, 
painted wooden animal ® gures and pre-Columbian style po• ery are for sale at particular markets around the 
country.

Education
With about 96% of people over the age of 15 able to read, Costa Rica boasts the highest literacy rate in Latin 
America.  School a• endance is mandatory until the age of 14 and a large percentage of the national budget is 
devoted to improving the education system.  However, because many Costa Ricans still live a lifestyle of subsis-
tence agriculture, children in rural areas often reside far from the nearest school and many are forced to enter 
the work force in order to supplement their family's income.  Eco€each supports community groups that con-
struct schools in rural and indigenous communities so that even underprivileged and geographically isolated chil-
dren have an opportunity to receive an education.

Religion
More than 90% of the population considers themselves to be Catholic, although most do not a• end church on 
a regular basis.  Festivals and observances are common during Easter (Semana Santa), Christmas (Navidad) and 
holidays honoring saints and virgins representing each town or region.  €o a lesser extent, Protestantism, Islam, 
Judaism, some fundamentalist Christian denominations, indigenous and Afro-Caribbean beliefs maintain a follow-
ing throughout Costa Rica.

Culture, Education & Religion
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Two words: ªriceº and ªbeansº.

Common throughout Central America, this is the staple of Costa Rican cuisine.  Gallo pinto is composed of rice 
and beans that are fried together in a brown sauce.  It is customarily accompanied by some kind of meat (grilled 
or stewed) or eggs, fried yellow plantains (pl•tano€) and a cabbage salad (repollo) as part of a set meal (ca€ado).  
Other typical foods include:

 · yucca - boiled or fried manioc, a ® brous tuber
 · corn tortillas
 · fried breadfruit
 · chayote - boiled squash
 · empanada€ - fried turnovers stu• ed with cheese, beans or meat
 · ceviche - raw seafood salad marinated in lemon, sweet peppers, onion and cilantro
 · patacone€ - fried green bananas, sort of like french fries, great with salt and ketchup
 · palmito€ - marinated hearts of palm
 · Afro-Caribbean delights such as ® sh steeped in coconut milk and agua de €apo (literally ªtoad 
  waterº, a refreshing, chilled drink made with ginger and lemon)

Traditional deserts include mazamorra - a type of cornstarch gelatin, cajeta - very sweet coconut pa• y, t re€ 
leche€ - a thick, layered pudding and  ̄an - cold custard.  Apart from the traditional fare of Costa Rica, ethnic res-
taurants such as Chinese, Italian and Mexican as well as many American-style fast food restaurants are becom-
ing common.

By far the most wonderful food in Costa Rica is native fruit.  There are scores to choose from; including the ones 
you are used to like apples, melons, oranges and grapes.   Familiar tropical fruits like bananas, pineapples, man-
goes, coconuts, avocados and papaya are also available.  Then there are the ones that you don't ® nd in the super-
market in North America and Europe.  We recommend trying as many new fruits as you can.  They are delicious, 
refreshing and best of all, very healthy.  One of the most popular fruits is the guanabana.  It grows to the size of a 
watermelon and has green, scaly skin and white,  ̄eshy pulp with black, shiny seeds.  It is very sweet and juicy, best 
made into juices, especially with milk.  Tart fruits like carambola (star fruit ), chan and ca€ are also great as juice.  
Mara•on, a fruit that looks like a small bell pepper with the cashew nut on top, is sweet, but has a starchy texture 
that some people ® nd disagreeable.  Then there's the maracuy• (passion fruit), which has a rigid yellow, orange, 
or red skin and translucent  ̄esh with a mucilaginous texture ® lled with small crunchy seeds.  Some people never 
get over the texture, but those who do enjoy the tart ¯ avor of this vine fruit.  Many ticos enjoy sour, under ripe 
mangoes or jocote, a small green or yellow fruit with a  large seed, dipped in salt, or the starchy palm fruit pejibaye.  
Mam•n chino is about the size of a golf ball with long, soft red spikes on the outside and a tart fruit clinging to a 
large seed on the inside.  Try di• erent fruit juices and combinations made with sugar and ice and water (fre€ca) 
or milk (batido).

Cuisine
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