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Foreword

This volume is one of a continuing series of books prepared by
Foreign Area Studies, The American University, under the
Country Studies/Area Handbook Program. The last page of this
book provides a listing of other published studies. Each book in
the series deals with a particular foreign country, describing and
analyzing its economic, national security, political, and social sys-
tems and institutions and examining the interrelationships of
those systems and institutions and the ways that they are shaped

by cultural factors. Each- stndvtswrme»bv—e—mulhdﬂﬂplm»
ham*»f—mal*menhs&s The authors seek to pmwde&lam..m

sight-and-

er than : a’iﬁﬂcpmtmvd-of-& The study focuses
on historical antecedents and on the cultural, political and
socioeconomic characteristics that contribute to cohesion and
cleavage within the society. Particular attention is given to the
origins and traditions of the people who make up the society, their
dominant beliefs and values, their community of interests and the
issues on which they are divided, the nature and extent of their in-
volvement with the national institutions, and their attitudes to-
ward each other and toward the social system and political order
within which they live. — —

The contents of the book represent the views. opinions, and
findings of Foreign Area Studies and should not be construed as
an official Department of the Army position, policy, or decision,
unless so designated by other official documentation. The authors
have sought to adhere to accepted standards of scholarly objectiv-
ity. Such corrections, additions, and suggestions for factual or
other changes that readers may have will be welcomed for use in
future new editions.

William Evans-Smith
Director, Foreign Area Studies
The American University
Washington, D.C. 20016
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Preface

This study replaces the Area Handbook for Costa Rica, which
was completed in mid-1969 and published in 1970. Long recog-
nized for its tradition of adherence to democratic principles and
for its high degree of national stability. the smalY republic has
found itself increasingly threatened in the early 1980s by growing
economic problems and the spreading turmoil in Central America
(see Glossary). In these circumstances a fresh look at the country
is warranted.

Like its predecessor, Costa Rica: A Country Study seeks to
provide a compact and objective exposition of dominant social,
economic, political, and national security affairs and to give the
reader some appreciation for the forces involved at this time in
the country’s history. In presenting this new study, the authors
have relied primarily on official reports of governmental and in-
ternational organizations, journals, newspapers, and materials re-
flecting recent field research by scholarly authorities. Detailed
information on many aspects of the society was not always readily
available, however, and gaps in the data as well as varied interpre-
tations of certain matters existed among some of the sources con-
sulted. Where appropriate, these gaps and differences have been
noted in the text. Should readers require greater detail on core
area topics, the authors have noted the availability of amplifying
materials in final bibliographic statements at the end of each chap-
ter. Full references to these and other sources used or considered
are included in the detailed Bibliography.

Place-names generally have been spelled in accordance with
those established by the United States Board on Geographic
Names in its current Gazetteer of Costa Rica of July 1983. Gui-
dance for the use of personal names, however, was less reliable.
Although there are numerous variations, Spanish surnames usu-
ally consist of two parts: the patronymic name followed by the
matronymic. In the case of President Luis Alberto Monge Al-
varez, for example, Monge is his father's name; Alvarez, his
mother’s name. In informal use, the matronymic is often dropped
unless the individual prefers that it not be. Thus after the first
mention, the authors of Costa Rica: A Country Study have re-
ferred simply to Monge. In certain instances, however, the mat-
ronymic has been retained to preclude confusion about which in-
dividual is being discussed, e.g., members of the Calderén and
Somoza families. The patronymic has been used for indexing the
book and for alphabetizing the Bibliography.

An effort has been made to limit the use of foreign and technical
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words and phrases. When this has not been appropriate, such
terms have been defined briefly where they first appear in any
chapter or reference has been made to the Glossary, which is in-
cluded at the back of the book for the reader’s convenience.

All measurements are presented in the metric system. A con-
version table will assist those readers who may not be familiar
with metric equivalents (see table 1, Appendix).
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Country

Formal Name: Republic of Costa Rica.

Short Form: Costa Rica.

Term for Nationals: Costa Ricans.

Capital: San José.

Independence Achieved: September 15, 1821.

Country Profile
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Flag: Blue horizontal stripe top and bottom; two white inner
stripes separated by wide, red center band; national coat of arms
left of center on red band.

Geography

Size: Total area of 51,022 square kilometers, slightly smaller than
West Virginia; Caribbean coastline of 212 kilometers; Pacific
coastline of 1,016 kilometers.

Topography: Four mountain ranges (cordilleras) running north-
west to southeast cover substantial portion of country and include
a number of volcanoes, some occasionally active; lowlands extend
on Caribbean side of highlands from Nicaraguan border to
Panamanian border; Pacific side of highlands has varied topog-
raphy, including two mountainous peninsulas and narrow coastal
plain. Most cities and roughly half of population located in temp-
erate highland valley called Meseta Central, which constitutes
about 6 percent of total land area.

Climate: Tropical in Caribbean lowlands and on Pacific coast up
to about 500 meters above sea level; temperate in Meseta Central
from about 500 meters to about 1,500 meters; cool above 1,500
meters. Rainfall adequate or better in most of country; rainy sea-
son ranges from May to October in extreme northwest to all vear
in part of Caribbean lowlands: occasional droughts in northwest.

Society

Population: In mid-1983 population estimated at 2.4 million
(1973 census revealed 1.87 million). Annual rate of natural in-
crease dropped from nearly 4 percent in 1960 to 2.5 percent by
1973 but leveled off (with minor fluctuations) through early 1980s
at 2.5 percent. Rate of growth lower than that of most Central
American and South American countries but high enough to dou-
ble population in 27 vears.

Language and Ethnic Groups: Spanish-speaking people consti-
tute about 97 percent of population; most largely of Spanish (or
other European) descent but in early history. mixture with indi-
genous Indians. About 7 percent of total population (a little less
than 7 percent of Spanish speakers) considered to be mestizos (of
Spanish and Indian descent), most of whom live in Guanacaste
Province in northwest. About 2 to 3 percent of population are
blacks of West Indian (chiefly Jamaican) descent who speak En-
glish and Spanish, located primarily in Limén Province. Other
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two minorities are Chinese and indigenous Indians; most Chinese
speak some Spanish, younger generation almost exclusively.
Spanish spoken by some members of Indian communities.

Religion: Roughly 95 percent of population adheres to Roman
Catholic faith, formally recognized as official religion by 1949
Constitution. About 4 percent of population affiliated with vari-
ous Protestant (including Anglican) groups; some Indians still
adhere to indigenous systems of belief and practice.

Education: Since 1973 education through ninth grade compul-
sory (and free); previously, compulsory schooling ended after
sixth grade; in early 1980s schooling in grades seven through nine
not yet universal. Three universities (two state run, one private),
one technical institute, and several regional colleges affiliated
with state universities constituted system of higher education.
Literacy rate among Costa Ricans over age of 10 years officially es-
timated at more than 90 percent, but functional literacy thought
to be about 70 percent.

Health: Many tropical and infectious diseases, including malaria
and childhood afflictions, have been erased or have sharply de-
clined owing to provision of clean water and widespread effective
practice of preventive medicine carried out by paramedics under
Ministry of Health. Curative medicine fairly widely available and
administered by social security system. Private practitioners,
who may also work part time in public sector, used chiefly by
upper and middle classes.

Economy

Salient Features: Economy operated primarily by well-en-
trenched private sector in open business climate favorable to pri-
vate enterprise; autonomous government agencies active in some
production and key service sectors; broad social security system
attempts to uphold minimum working and living standards;
foreign investment welcomed and subject to moderate regula-
tion. Low world prices for major commodity exports, burden of
large foreign debt, and major domestic structural problems
threatened economic stability in early 1980s.

Agriculture: Largest source of employment for economically ac-
tive labor force; in 1982 accounted for 30 percent of total. Agricul-
tural land is country’s largest natural resource. Sectoral commod-
ity exports are major sources of foreign exchange, together bring-
ing in about 60 percent of total annual earnings from merchandise




exports. Principal export crops in 1983 were coffee, bananas,
sugarcane (sugar), and cacao. Chief domestic crops were maize,
beans, sorghum, and rice; except for rice, production does not
meet domestic needs.

Manufacturing: Wide range of manufactured goods produced on
relatively small scale by light industries for local market and Cen-
tral American Common Market (CACM); exports to other areas
increasing somewhat in early 1980s. Much of manufacturing plant
investment aimed at import substitution; production highly de-
pendent on foreign inputs. In 1982 manufacturing employed 15
percent of economically active work force.

Mining: Considerable number of minerals reported, but mining
production of little international significance.

Energy: Principal domestic sources were wood, hydroelectric
power, and vegetable waste (bagasse). In 1981 wood and bagasse
accounted for about 39 percent of total energy used; hydroelectric
power for about 13 percent, gradually increasing its proportion.
Large hydroelectric power potential available for development;
remaining energy needs obtained from imported petroleum, ac-
counting for 47 percent of energy consumption.

Foreign Trade: In 1983 main exports by value were coffee,
bananas, beef and beef products, cattle, sugar, and fertilizer.
Principal destinations: United States, countries of CACM, and
European Economic Community (EEC)—more than one-half of
EEC share to Federal Republic of Germany (West Germany).
Chief imports were raw materials (mainly for manufacturing),
capital goods, consumer goods (more than one-half nondurables),
and petroleum and petroleum products. United States largest
source of Costa Rica's imports. Other significant import sources
were CACM, EEC, and Japan; since 1980 large imports of pet-
roleum from Mexico and Venezuela.

Currency: Colén (), consisting of 100 centimos. From mid-
November 1983 a single unified rate (official interbank and free
market rate) was established of §43.45 to US$1, or €1 equal to
US$0.23.

Fiscal Year: Same as calendar year.
Transportation

Reads: Most important element of transportation system; in
1982 over 28,500 kilometers of roads; some 40 percent all-wea-
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ther, remainder dirt and largely impassable during extended
rainy season. Inter-American Highway, backbone of main road
system, runs from Nicaraguan border through San José to
Panamanian border.

Railroads: Two main, government-owned lines of 1.067-meter-
gauge, single track connect San José and Meseta Central with
ports of Puerto Limén and Puntarenas; line to latter electrified. In
1983 system had about 220 kilometers of main track and some 250
kilometers of branch lines, latter mostly serving banana-growing
areas along Caribbean coast. Private line of almost 250 kilometers
serviced banana plantations in southwestern part of country.

Civil Aviation: Nearly 175 airfields throughout country, 33 with
paved runways. International airport at San José; airfields capable
of taking Boeing 727-class airplanes at Liberia and Puerto Limén.
International service by Costa Rican Airlines (private and govern-
ment owned) and about 20 international carriers;.domestic ser-
vice by national line and private carriers.

Ports: Major general cargo ports at Puerto Limén on Caribbean
Sea and Puntarenas on Pacific Ocean. Important facilities at Mofn
(including pier for unloading petroleum) and at Caldera; special-
ized ports at Golfito (bananas) and Punta Morales (sugar), both on
Pacific coast. Almost all export-import trade through ports hand-
led by foreign vessels.

Inland Waterways: Extensive use of rivers in northern plains re-
gion to transport both cargo and passengers. Tortuguero waterway
(linked canals and lagoons) inside east coast north of Moin impor-
tant cargo route.

Government and Politics

Government: Under Constitution, governmental authority
shared by independent executive, legislative, and judicial
branches. President and Council of Government (cabinet) hold
executive power; unicameral Legislative Assembly consists of 57
elected deputies. Every four years autonomous Supreme Elec-
toral Tribunal conducts elections of candidates for president,
legislature, and local offices; president and assembly deputies
barred from reelection.

Administrative Divisions: Seven provinces into which country di-
vided of little significance except as basis for election of deputies
under proportional representation system. Main administrative
divisions are cantons (81 in 1982),subdivided into districts (4135 in
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1982). Cantonal municipal councils have limited powers; many
local services provided by national authorities and autonomous
ies.

Judicial System: Supreme Court of Justice consisting of 17 magis-
trates rules on constitutional questions; three chambers of five to
seven magistrates each hear criminal and civil appeals. Hierarchy
of lesser courts headed by superior civil and criminal tribunals
subordinate to supreme body.

Politics: Dominant National Liberation Party (Partido Libera-
cién Nacional—PLN) of social democratic orientation has gener-
ally held majority in Legislative Assembly. Presidency has alter-
nated between PLN and shifting combinations of parties, often
having social Christian or conservative base. PLN candidate Luis
Alberto Monge Alvarez elected president February 1982; PLN
also prevailed in Legislative Assembly, winning 33 seats against
18 for Unity coalition; United People coalition of Marxist parties
gained four seats; minor parties gained two seats. Overriding
domestic problem for Monge administration:  imposition of
painful austerity measures to regain control of economic situa-
tion.

Foreign Relations: Costa Rica active in United Nations and
hemispheric and regional agencies; government regards itself as
nonaligned in spite of growing collaboration with United States in
economic sphere. Preoccupation over strained relations with
Nicaragua arising from Marxist drift of latter government and pre-
sence of Nicaraguan dissidents on Costa Rican territory.

National Security

Public Security Forces: In 1983 public security forces of approxi-
mately 7,300 personnel, composed of Civil Guard of some 4,300
and Rural Assistance Guard of about 3,000. Judicial Investigation
Organization of about 200 members also performed investigative
work having national security implications.

Major Tactical Unit: Civil Guard included five company-size
patrol units based in San José and three area commands; Civil
Guard units stationed in each of other six provincial capitals.
Rural Assistance Guard served primarily as local police in rural
areas.

Foreign Security Assistance: In early 19680s foreign security assist-
ance increased substantially. United States provided training and
“nonlethal” equipment; Panama trained units of Civil Guard;
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Venezuela, Republic of Korea (South Korea), Taiwan, and Israel
furnished training, weapons, vehicles, and other equipment.

Security Expenditures: In 1980 approximately €265 million, or
2.6 percent of total government budget, devoted to security
forces; security outlay about one-tenth of amount spent by central
government on education.
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Introduction

IN MOST OF CENTRAL AMERICA—the winding isthmus that
connects the North American continent with its South American
counterpart—turmoil and instability have increasingly become
the commodities of modern political life. Yet the Republic of
Costa Rica, boasting long-term survival as the region’s doyen of
democracy, has gained an international reputation for its anomal-
ous image in this arena of endemic unrest. Although much of the
country’s claim to uniqueness is attributable to its democratic
traditions, careful examination reveals problems of disturbing
magnitude in this most peaceful of Central American nations.
Situated between Nicaragua and Panama and bounded on two
sides by the Pacific Ocean and the Caribbean Sea, Costa Rica en-
compasses some 51,000 square kilometers, an area slightly smal-
ler than the state of West Virginia (see fig. 1). Seldom in a country
of this size are geographic extremes so pronounced. The terrain,
nearly one-third forested, is highlighted by rugged mountains
and hills dissected by many rivers and streams; in some areas ele-
vations peak at 3,800 meters. Of the four mountain ranges that
make up the interior highlands, two contain active volcanoes. In
modern times volcanic eruptions and earthquakes occasionally
have caused considerable damage. Despite its location at tropical
latitudes, the country also contains in its interior a large upland
valley called the Meseta Central, which experiences a temperate
climate. This area has been the major locus of settlement since the
dawn of the Spanish colonial era in the sixteenth century and still
contains most of the urban centers and major concentrations of
people. The favorable climate, the abundance of exotic wildlife
and brilliant tropical flora, and the warm offshore waters that lap
the bordering coastal plains have lured hundreds of thousands of
international tourists as well as some 15,000 Americans seeking a
peaceful and economical existence in their retirement years.
Discovered in 1502 by Christopher Columbus on his fourth and
last voyage to the New World, the territory was designated Costa
Rica (rich coast) by the Spanish explorers. Although visited soon
after by greedy conquistadores, Costa Rica proved to be a mis-
nomer because the virgin land lacked the wealth in gold and silver
of the sort the Spaniards exploited in Mexico and other parts of
Latin America. Consequently, a permanent Spanish settlement
was not established in the territory for nearly 60 years. Discour-
aged by the difficult terrain beyond the Caribbean coastal plain
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and the fierce resistance mounted by scattered bands of local In-
dians, relatively few Spanish immigrants came to Costa Rica dur-
ing a colonial era that lasted for three centuries. Those who did
settle as colonists confined themselves mainly to isolated farms in
highland valleys where, lacking an exploitable native population,
each family had to work in the fields to maintain itself. The col-
ony's relative isolation from the Spanish colonial centers in
Mexico and the Andean region, buttressed by the population’s
ethnic and linguistic homogeneity, contributed to the develop-
ment of an autonomous and individualistic agrarian society. From
these early experiences came traditions of democracy,
egalitarianism, and a landholding system based on interdepen-
dency rather than patronage.

An independent nation since 1821, the diminutive Central
American republic has gained international attention for its
achievements in an area often referred to disparagingly as “Uncle
Sam'’s backyard.” Homeland of a population estimated in 1983 at
2.4 million, Costa Rica boasts the highest standard of living, the
largest per capita income, and the highest literacy rate (90 per-
cent) of all Central American countries.

Under the stimulus of profitable coffee and banana cultivation
in the nineteenth century, the phenomenon of concentrated
wealth arose. As some families accumulated fortunes, class differ-
ences began to emerge and became entrenched in the national
character. According to popular perceptions, however, the soci-
ety is still a relatively egalitarian one. Divisive cleavages of class
and race, as well as glaring disparities of income and opportunity,
are not as apparent as they are elsewhere in the region. Predo-
minantly European in their origins, Costa Ricans have been
spared the imposition of a ruling elite that is ethnically different
from the bulk of the population.

One of the results of the high degree of ethnic and linguistic
homogeneity is the relative lack of antagonism between social
groups. A class structure does exist, and the middle class is predo-
minant among the social categories. But relations between the
highest income groups and the rest of the population are not appa-
rently bitter, and factors such as education permit social mobility.
The heritage from the colonial era, when everyone was poor but
independent and facing equal hardships and opportunities, has
created an atmosphere conducive to social progress. Personalism,
exemplified in the individual and the family, is a social value cen-
tral to life in Costa Rica; thus family honor and reputation are of
great importance. Roman Catholicism is the country’s official reli-
gion, a fact delineated in the Constitution. The church is particu-
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larly strong, and its influence on secular matters is significant if in-
direct inasmuch as it refrains from overt political activity. In re-
cent years the church has lost some of the traditional social control
it exercised in earlier years. Although Roman Catholicism is still
the country’s predominant religion in terms of membership, a
growing number of Costa Ricans are only nominal adherents.

Another prominent societal trait is the widespread concept of
nationhood. The people take great pride in their status as Costa
Ricans rather than as Central Americans or even Latin Amer-
icans. The concept is readily demonstrated in the common use of
the term Ticos, the familiar self-appellation by which citizens of
the country are known. The label derives from the people’s fre-
quent use of the diminutive Spanish ending -ico or -tico. (For
example, where most Spanish speakers would say momento,
Costa Ricans soften it to momentico.) The term is used affection-
ately and conveys a feeling of national pride.

Despite the poverty that has afflicted many of the country’s in-
habitants, fundamentally stable political institutions have contri-
buted to maintaining internal accord in the modern era. Unlike
the usual political pattern in a part of the world where govern-
ments change as the result of military coups d’etat or where strong
armies effectively wield predominant power behind a facade of
civilian authority, Costa Rica is a democratic republic in which a
literate and politically active population chooses its public officials
in regular competitive elections. The country has not had an army
since 1949 and takes pride in its system of free and compulsory
public education as its most significant national achievement.
Teachers far outnumber the police.

Costa Rican history attests to an earlier era of political turbu-
lence and power struggles, particularly in the nineteenth century
when the wealth of the so-called coffee barons gave them a virtual
monopoly on political power. The country has experienced the ef-
fects of dictatorships, wars, and divisive internal turmoil. But the
swing to representative political institutions, which began in
1889, has persisted—except for brief detours—into the late twen-
tieth century. The most notable of these exceptions were a 30-
month period of dictatorial rule that began in 1917 and a short but
bloody revolution that erupted after the disputed 1948 presiden-
tial election, a political event that temporarily divided the coun-
try as none had before it. The immediate cause of the latter con-
flict was an attempt by the government to prevent a legitimate
presidential succession, but underlying the issue were personal
animosities and conflicting political and economic philosophies.
The armed struggle was quickly won by the adherents of con-
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stitutionalism, led by farmer-philosopher José Figueres Ferrer. A
junta, under the guidance of Figueres, subsequently ruled the
country for 18 months while it hammered out the framework of
democratic institutions that have remained the foundation of
Costa Rican politiral life.

The Constitution of 1949, drafted during the junta’s tenure, in-
stituted a strong system of checks and balances for subsequent
governments. This basic instrument of the republic’s _rinciples
and laws, fine tuned by subsequent amendments, remained in ef-
fect in early 1984. Its provisions specify that the form of govern-
ment will be unitary, popular, and representative. Executive au-
thority rests with a president who, although somewhat more con-
strained than most other Latin American heads of government, is
without question the locus of political power. Lawmaking is ves-
ted in a popularly elected body of representatives known as the
Legislative Assembly. The president serves for four-year terms
and (since a 1969 constitutional amendment was effected) cannot
hold the office again. Although the system ensures a succession of
“lame-duck” administrations (and legislators as well, because they
cannot succeed themselves when their four-year terms expire), it
provides built-in safeguards against the possibility of dynastic or
repressive government and extends the opportunity for greater
participation to a broader range of political candidates. At the
same time, however, any particular administration is hard pres-
sed to initiate complex, long-range programs and see them
through to their desired conclusions.

Costa Rican politics operate within a multiparty system in
which the National Liberation Party (Partido Liberacién Na-
cional—PLN) has been dominant since the 1948 election. Essen-
tially social democratic in its philosophy and goals, the party has
generally managed to capture a majority of the seats in the Legis-
lative Assembly. Never strong enough to oppose the PLN inde-
pendently, the other parties have had to rely on coalition tactics in
their bids for national office. Administrations thus have swung
from moderately conservative to moderately progressive orienta-
tions, and control of the government's executive branch has, with
one exception, alternated from election to election between the
PLN and the expedient alliances. A third political force—an as-
sortment of Marxist parties—has been tolerated within the sys-
tem but has never achieved significant gains in the electoral pro-
cess.

Over the long term the PLN has attracted a supportive follow-
ing from the entire social spectrum. It emphasizes state-guided
economic development working together with private initiative.
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