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PREFACE 

When one first arr! ws in Costa Rica, there is an immediate recogni

tion of a di•tinctive national oharaoter ot the country which differs 

f'ral that of the rest of Central and South America. There is an expected 

urgency of triemlinesa and cooperation in an atmosphere of self-confident 

Ti tall t;y which contrasts vi th much of Latin Allerioa. Its people are ael.t-

aasured, dynamic, and possess a quiet confidence in themselves. 

lldle a aember of the United States Air Force, the writer was 

assigned to the Inter-,jaerican Geodetic Sune;y, a division of the Arll;y 

Map Service. The various duties pertomed vi th that agency required 

extensive travel through all of Central and South America, living and 

working vi th a great DU111ber of native peoples 1n the various countries. 

A considerable amount of that time was devoted to personal research and 

experiences with the native peoples. 

Through the period of llofflllber, 1949, through May, 1952, the writer 

had immmmerable visits in Costa Rica, and during the 88118 period had 
/ 

oocasion to work and live in several cc:mmn1 ties, including San Jose, 
/ 

Puerto Limon, and Puntarenas, for aeveral months. Much indebtedness is 

due many trieDis and eo-workers in these several areas. 

It was the national character of Costa Rica which first attracted 

the attention of the writer to this B111all country. Inculcated with a 

historic heritage of freedom and independence, Costa Rica was an obvious 

selection tor further stui;y. .U though very ll t tle has been wr1 tten about 

111 



this aall country, all available goverment publications, books, and 

periodicals have been used in compiling this research. 

The writer wishes to express his gratitude to Professor Fdvard E. 

l'.eso for his constant supervision and assistance which made this stucl7 

possibleJ Drs. Ralph E. Birchard, Robert c. Fite, and Dav.ld e. l.'inslov 

tor their suggestions and criticism; to Pro.teesor Ra1' L. Six for his 

aasiatance and er! ticiam of the phyaiographic section of the study; and 

to Max Holloway for his able cartographic work. 
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CHAPTER I 

IN'l'BODUCTIOB 

Costa Rioa is a small, relatively unknown country, unique in 

oharacter, and radioal.l.y different from the other countries vhich have 

evolved from the remnants ot the once-great Spanish empire. Unlike the 

other areas of Latin aerioa, Costa Rica was colonized, not conquered, 

whioh helped to establish a basis trca which it has risen to be a stable, 

deaooratic, and economically viable nation. 

Geographical Location 

Costa Rica is the second •al.lest ot the t1. ve Central Allerican 

republics, with an area of 19,69S square miles, ot which 43 square miles 

represent nearb7 islands. Cocos Island, about~ miles off the Pacific 

Coast, is also under Costa Rican sovereignty. .Although it is mostly 

tropical jungle., it is of potential strategic iaportanae in the def enae 

of the Panama Canal. 

Costa Rica is bounded on the north by Nicaragua, on the northeast 

by the Caribbean Sea, on the southeast b,y Paruma, and on the southwest 

and west by the Pacific Ocean. 
/ 

San Jose, the capital city, is the largest city of the country, and 

is near the geographical center. It is located at 9° 56' North Latitude 

and 84° 4' West Longitude, 340 miles vest-north-vest of Panama City, 

Panama, and approximately 1575 miles south-eouth-east of Bew Orleans, 

Louisiana. 
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The country is an elongated isthmus, located where North .America 

narrows to form the Panamanian isthmus before joining the South American 

Continent. The country's greatest length is 280 miles from Puerta Congrejo 

to Punta Burica, and its greatest width is 153 Diles from San Juan del 

lorte (Greytown) to Punta Blanca. 

Early Bthnio Development and Colonization 

Unlike Mexico and Peru. the countries of Central America at the tiJle 

of the conquest were held by Indian peoples who had no settled agriculture 

and no well developed urban centers. The several tribes who oooupied the 

lands were as a rule widely dispersed, with 11 ttle contact between the 

tribes. Although it is di:fficult to determine the exact racial stock of 

the people, they were probably allied to the Chibcha race of the northwest 

portion of South America. Other groups appear to have been of the Carib 

stock of Venezuela. 

On his fourth and last voyage to the New World, Christopher Co1umbua 

discovered Costa Rica when a sudden atom drow his small ship into 

Cariari Bay, on September 18, 1502. The parties which explored the land 

which is now Costa Rica found that the Indians inhabiting the land were 

peaceful, agricultural tribes, raising such crops as corn, beans, yuooa, 

and cotton. They were also skilled in the arts of wea"dng, stone 

carving, and fashioning of gold jewelry and ornaments. It vas the sight 

ot the gold that led the early explorers to believe that they indeed had 

diacovered a "rich coast,• and so named the land, Costa Rica. 

'l'he land, however, belied the name which it was given. There was 

little gold, or arry other usily exploitable resources to be found, and 

attention soon turned to other areas for developnent. Few, if any, nev 



immigrants came to Costa Rioa after the :t'lrst impetus, and those who 

remained were extreealy poor, and by necessity were isolated from moat 

of the rest of the world. Costa Rica was described as being the 

•••• most benighted, woetul province in the 'Whole Spanish empire. Its 
oolord.st, ignorant and indigent, clothed v1 th the bark of trees, Md been 
reduced to this com! tion of misery through being out off from communica
tion v1 th the outside world for generation after generation and the 
oentury-long raTS.ges of 11rates trom Europe and marauding banis of Indiana 
tram the Mosquito coast. 

On Septmber 15, 1821, the end of colonial. rule was proclaimed, 

along w1 th the independence of the other Centnl .American colonies. Less 

than tour months attar proclaiming indepernence, Costa Rica, along with 

the other former colonies, was brought into union with the Iturbide 

empire of Mexico. This dependence lasted until 1824, when the experi

mental union failed. Genuine independence began at that tine. 2 

Around the nucleus of concentration of population in the Central 

Plateau, the Costa Ricans have built a state which is notable for 1 ts 

coherence and tor the orderliness of its economic, social, and political. 

life. Costa Rica has become one of the most thoroughly democratic states 

ot the Western Hemisphere. Even in the early period of extreme poverty 

the state acknowledged and declared that it could not postpone and would 

not shirk its duty to provide for the education of its people. The late 

nineteenth and the first half of the twentieth century have seen great 

strides in cultural and material advances for the people of Costa Rica~ 

Costa Rica has the highest 11 teraoy rate of any Central American republic. 3 

1Ra.J.ph Bamock, •Costa Rica,• Latin .America (New York, 1943), p. 100. 

2.chester Lloyd Jones, l'B,! Caribbean Since !2Q2 (New York, 1936), 
p. 171. 

~an.cock., p.101. 



It holds the leading position among Latin American nations in regard to 

public instruction, and it can no longer be called a poor oountr,y. 

Every Costa Rican who cares to do so can own valuable property of some 

sort, and the foreign commerce field is held to be far from being oon-

temptible. Costa Rica has a press that is free, literate, outspoken, 

and widely read.4 The communications and transportation systems are 

being continually improved, contributing greatly to the advancement of 

the economic and industrial position of the country. 

Organisation of Study 

Costa Rioa has long been known as one of the most thoroughly 

d•ooratic countries in the Western Hemisphere. il though 1 t is the 

aecond smallest country in Central .America, it has shown outstanding 

leadership qualities. It is a highly diversit.1.ed oount.ey, vi.th ma.ey 

contradioting infiueDCes of both physical and cultural environments. 

5 

One of the most important factors governing the growth and develop

ment of Costa Rica has been its ~aioal oharacteristics. It has been 

an isolated country, out off from its neighbors, vi th 11 ttle immigration, 

in which the physical development of the country has followed closely the 

cultural and ethnic evolution of its peoples. The physical character

istics of the highlands have affected the peoples living on the Central 

Plateau to such an extent th.at the population has assumed a national. 

character tar different from that of the rest of Latin America. 

Agriculture throughout the different regions of the country is a 

direot reflection of the physical setting. Land utilization is efficient, 

4A. Curtis Wilgus, ed. , Ia! Caribbeans ll!, Poll tical Problems 
(Gainesville, 1956), p. 102. . 



6 

vi th governmental leadership and a high degree ot 11 terate communication 

between the oommuni ties accounting for a higher degree of agriculture 

and industry in the country. Unfortunately, Costa Rica has very few pro

ducti ve industrial minerals or the means for industry. Most of the 

industrlal aapaci ty and manufacturing aati vi ty is directed to-wards 

agricultural processing, marketing, or distribution. 

The development of iDCreased transportation and communication 

facilities within the country has been responsible for a great deal of 

Costa Rica• s advancement in the past fifty years. Roads, railways, and 

airline routes oonnect and unite the entire country with its cap! tal. 

city, centers or population, agricultural districts, and the major ports 

and harbors, stimulating economic acti vi t;y and providing the means for 

transportation or goods for foreign trade. 

Thus, the physical characteristics of the country coupled with a 

singular type of people which it has produced r e f'leot the cultural and 

physical history of the land. Tb.is study presents in sequential order a 

geographical format proposed by the resulting achievements formulated 

by the historical. am cultural. developments by geographic influences. 



CHAPTER II 

THE PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS OF THE COUNTRY 

Costa Rica is a distinct tropical country with an extremely rugged 

highland area which almost completely dominates the entire country. It 

is very similar in its physical oharaoteristlcsto the rest of Central 

.Amerioa, but subtle differences in topography, climate, and vegetation 

mark Costa Rica. as a completely individualistic entity. 

Physiography 

The physiography or topography of Costa Rica is unusu.ally complex, 

a result of extreme tectonic forces. The mountain systems of Costa Rica 

represent tectonic arcs generally parallel. to those of Guatemala and 

Hondurua, but imependent of them in structure. In Costa Rica, it was 

during the late Tertiary Period that the most marked volcanic epiaode of 

the Isthmian region took place. This vulcanism was acoompanied by 

intrusions of syenite and granite, and followed by uplift and erosion, 

1 
which have now exposed the batholiths. 

Important mountain systems follow the middle of the isthmus f'rom 

one end of the country to the other, dividing it longi tudina1ly into 

three physiographic provincess (1) the Caribbean Plain, (2) the middle 

Cordillera, and (.3) the Pacific Coastal Ranges and Valleys. 2 

1cbarles Schubert, Historical Geology of lh!, Antillean-Caribbean 
Region (New York, 1935), P• 40. 

2rbid., P• 592. 

7 
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The Coastal Plain of the Caribbean includes almost one-third ot' 

Costa Rica. It is a lowle.m plain, eeldom reaching an elevation of over 

three hundred t'eet, and contains many alluvial fans sloping do'Wil to the 

/ 

sea. The Talamanca Plain, which lies south of Limon, extends into the 

provinoa of Booa.s del Toro in northwest Panama.. It is a narrow plain, 

/ 

two to five miles in width. The San Juan Plain, north of Limon, gradually 

widens from seventy to eighty miles near the San Juan River, extending 

then unbroken into Nicaragua. The ooastllne is very regular and measures 

nearly 132 miles in length. 

The Pacific Coastal Ranges and Valleys are extremely irregular and 

bold, with complicated Sl.U .. face features. The region begins at Savegre 

Ri~ and extends to the Ri<> Cbiriqui Viejo, where it parallels the 

Cordillera de Talamanoa on the southwest. The coastline is very irregular, 

and is 6)) miles in le11gth. Two large peninsulas, Guana.caste ( or Nicoya) 

to the north end Osa to tho south, each eebra.oe a gulf of considerable 

size. W1 thin the gulfs there are a number of small islands be.longing 

to the country. 

The Cordillera Central is composed of two parts, to the northwest 

the Cordillera de Guana.caste, the "Volcanic Range, tt and to the southwest 

the Cordillera de Talamanoa. North of the transverse railway from 

" Puntarenas to Puerto Limon is the highest land of Costa Rica, the 

Cordillera Central. The Cordillera de Guanaeaste strikes southeast at 

first, but later turns nearly ea.st-west. On it stand the highest 
/ 

voleanoees Poas (86751 ), Barba (933S'), intermittently active Irazu 

(11.325'), and smoking Turri.alba (11,000'). The Cordillera de Tala'lilanea 

is the backbone of sou.them Costa Fica. Highest in Central America, 

1 t f'orms the di vision between the Caribbean and Pacific slopes of' Costa 
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Rica.3 Its greater pea.ks are Pico Blanco (9560'), Buena Vista (l0,82J'), 

and Chirripo Grande (12,479'). 

Between the Cordillera de Guana.ca.ste a..'ld the Cordillera de Talamanca, 

lies a relatively low transverse plateau, the Cari.dela:t·ia Highlam. . It 

ifi a high plain, of about five thouaan.d feet in elevation, and is nearly 

twenty miles wide. It extends into both the Caribbean Coastal Plain am 

the Pacific Coastal Ranges and Valleys. 4 

The second largest plateau of Costa Rioa is known as the General 

Valley. This is drained by the General River, which joins the Platanarea 

" ,, 5 and Cot~Bruis to form the Rio Grande de Terraba. 

Although none of Costa Rica's eighteen major rivers are navigable 

by large oraft, there is an extensive drainage pattern and a high 

potential for abundant water po11er. A11 of Costa. Rica is well drained, 

except the lowland marshes of the northern San Juan Plain near the 
,, 

Caribbea!l Sea. The most important of Costa Rica's rivers is the Rio 

San Juan, which drains Lake Nicaragua into the Caribbean and foms part 

of Costa Rioa's boundary with Nicaragua. One of its tributaries, the 

Ri~ San Carlos I drains the Central Cordillera. Along the Paoific Coast, 
r , / 

and near San Jose, the principal river is the Rio Grande de Tarcoles, 
, 

while the Guanaca.ste peninsula is drained by the Rio Tempisque and the 
,. r 

southwestern plains by the Rio Grande de Terraba. Most of these rivers 

a.re subject to sudden floods. 6 

3A. Curtis Wilgus, ed., Ih! Caribbeans Peoples, Problems, !!& 
Prospeots (Gainesville, 1952), p. 156. 

4schubert, p. 594. 

\ii.1gus, ed., p. 156. 
6 Costa ~, Fan 1'1llerican Union (Washington, 1955), p. 4. 
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Climate · 

Attempts to classify the elements of climate for most tropical 

regions using the conventional systElils of classification are usually 

meaningless. Many of the climatic controls which are of major importance 

to areas outside the tropics become wrl.mportant in the classification, 

if for no other reason than their monotonous regularity. Such climatic 

controls as the directness of the sun's r,qs, latitude, and insolation 

become secondary controls. 

Next to the distribution of land and water, elevation above sea 

level is · the :most important control causing the differences in climates 

in similar ls.ti tudes.'7 As a consequence of the steep gradients that 

oharaoter:1.ze mountains, several zones of climate, with corresponding 

vegetation covers and crops, may be recognized. In the mountainous parts 

of tropical Latin America, four such zones are commonly defineds the 

tierra caliente (hot lands), the tierra templada (temperate lands), the 

tierra hi! (cool lands), and the tierra. helada (land of frost)• 8 

In Costa Rica., there are three more or less distinct clln1atic 

regions, each contributing 1\mdSI!lentally to the country• s basic agri

oul tural. economy. The tierra helada is not found in Costa Rica. 

The lower zone, or the tierra callente, normally extems from sea 

leYel to 2,000 to 3,000 teet. 9 The anmial temperature in the hotter 

lowlands is roughly between seventy-five and eighty-three degrees 

fahrenhei t. With abundant precipitation., the lowlands are characterized 

7Glenn T. Trewart.ha, A!! Introduction ~ Climate (New York, 1954), 
P• )6r/. 

8Ibid., p • .368. 
9costa. &.2.!,, Pan American P'nion (Washington, 1955), P• ;. 
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by a luxuriant vegetation cover of trees or of trees and tall grass, 

with such tropical. oropa aa bananas, rubber, and cacao. The Caribbean 

lowlands have high uniform temperatures, high relative humidity at all 

tiaes, and heav.y rainfall well distributed throughout moat of the year. 

The highest temperatures at sea level reach ninety-five degrees fahrenheit, 

and ninety degrees fahrenh..&it for moderate inland elevations. Extreme 

minimum temperatures range from sixty to sixty-five degrees tahrenheit. 

The tanperature of the Pacific coastal lowlands is slightly higher, due 

pri.Jlarily to a marked dry season, lasting from December through April. 

TABLE I 
.,; 

CLIMATALOGICAL DATA FOR PUERTO LIMJNlO 
Altitudes Sea Level 

Jan Feb Mar Apr May June July Aug Sept Oct lov Dae 

T 78 78 81 

R 14 6 7 

81 82 81 79 79 81 

10 8 6 16 12 

TABLE ll 

CLIMATALOGIQL DATA IOR MIRAVALI.Ji311 
Altitudes Sea Level 

6 

81 79 79 

s 12 16 

Jan Feb Mar Apr Mq June July Aug Sept Oct ?{ov Dea 

R 0.3 o.o o.o O.O 8.1 13.1 7.1 9.7 16.5 17.3 7.5 ).O 

10mzabeth F. lei than, •cacao in Costa Rica," Economic Geography, 
Volume XVI, 19,40 (Published by Clark University, Worcester, Massachusetts), 
p. 79. 

liuenry F. Becker, "Land Utilisation in Costa Rica,• Geographical 
Review {1943), p. 82. 



TABLE m 
CLIMATALOGIOAL DATA FOR HACIENDA MOJICA12 

Altitmes ~ feet 

14 

Jan Feb Mar Apr Mq June July Aug Sept Oct Bov Dee 

R 0.9 0.1 O.l 1.1 10.5 10.3 6.5 8.1 15.2 14.7 'j.7 0.4 

The tiarra templada, or the temperate zone, ranges in altitude traa 

3,a:>o to 6,,:)0 feet above sea level, and 0C1Dprises the greater part of the 

Central Plateau.13 The region has a wet and dr.y season, and the temper

atures vary from ti.tty-nine to seventy-seven degrees fahrenhei t. W1 thin 

this climatic belt a variety of crops are produced and the major agri

cultural districts are found. The upper table-land of the Central Plateau 

is actually the heart of the nation, where the Capitol and the majority 

/ 
of the population are located. The climatalogical data for San Jose, 

the eapi tal city, is indicative ot the climates found on the Central 

Plateau. 

TABLE IV 

CLIHATALOOICAL DATA FOR SAN Jos:s14 
Al.ti tudea 3,870 feet 

Jan Feb Mar Apr May June July Aug Sept Oct lov Dec 

T 66 66 67 67 68 68 67 67 67 67 65 67 

R o.6 0.2 o.s 1.s 9.0 9.5 

1 2.rbid. , P• 82. 

l3zbid.' pp. 3-4. 

8.3 9.5 12. ll.8 5.7 1.6 

11.w. G. Kendrew, l'J!.! Climates 2f l!!!, Continents (Oxford, 1937), P• 'Z'l6. 



R. 

V'OCOISLE. 
COSTA RICA 
RAINFALL DISTRIBUTION 

w11@}!440-80 INCHES 

l<:~::t·:;.j 80-100 INCHES 

/ 

• c_: 

PAC I 

...._ -

CARIBBEAN 

SEA 

I 

~ . . .-+: ··~·· ... ----:~;'~Ii::===~========:: 
·- :- "., •. '/.-X •• ! i:' ~ . . . . :7:\ ·-~.·-:~.- •• -::"'-!··..,::: .... "··· • . . . .. :.·: ..... ;- ... ·. •,.:. ~::-:.· .. ·.. s ·- .\ . ~ ..... ·- ...... :: .·.• ,,:..:~ 

, , • . ,;, ~ ~-'"?I 

'1" 

OCEAN 

;'.11 120-190 INCHES I ! k'JIXl\&1 OVER 190 INCHES , 



16 

/ 

The area above 6,~ teet is called the t1.erra 1£!!, am is the 

cool zone. Here, where the mountains obtain their greatest height, the 

temperature ranges tran about forty-one to fifty-nine degrees fahrenheit. 
/ 

Although some of the lower limits of the tierra £mare cultivated, this 

region is best suited tor pastoral indust.ries. Much of Costa Rica's 

liTestock is fou.Di in this sone.1 5 

/ 
With the exception of the capital city, San Jose, very little is 

/ 
known about the exact climate of Costa Rica. Only in San Jose are there 

oanpetent, trained observers, whose principal records and observations 

are for the various airllnes.16 Elsewhere, tew, if any, observations 

have been made by trained personnel. The scanty records available, are 

primarily tables of precipitation, since this is a more important factor 

00110erning agrioul tural aoti v1 ties in Costa Rica. 

Vegetation 

Situated where North America narrows to .tom the Panamanian isthmus 

before plunging into South America, the country straddles a botanical 

dividing line where plant life of both continents meet. Botanists find 

the number and variety of plants almost fantastic, according to Paul C. 

Standley in l1!,! National Geographic Myazine, llffo other area of equal 

size anywhere in America possesses so rich and varied a nora • • • • It is 

improbable that in any part of the earth there can be found an equal area 

ot greater botanical. interest. -17 

lSCosta Rica, Pan American Union (Washington, 1955), p. 4. 

16:fersonal observation, 1949-52. 

17Lu1s Marden, "Land of the Painted Oxcarts,• l'!!.! National Geographic, 
Magazine, The National Geographic Society, Washington, D. C., Vol. IC, 
No. 4 {October, 1946), P• 409. 
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.ls in most other tropical areas, Costa Rica' a vegetation has its 

greatest controlling llm1 tations in its elevation rathel' than in seasonal. 

or latitudinal influences. More than one-half of Costa Rica lies between 

2,900 and 6,825 feet above sea level. The land is almost entirely covered 

with virgin forests, with vegetation so dense that it is almost impossible 

to penetrate the interior regicns except by wa;y of the rivers. Fraa the 

coast to a height of 2900 feet are tropical forests and savannasJ the virgin 

forests extend fran 2,900 to 6,800 feet; above 6,800 feet a.re the regions 

of oaks and chaparrals, extending up to 9,800 feet; and subalpine or 

subandean flora characterize the regions above 9,800 feet to the top of 

the mountains •18 

TAll,E V 

VERTICAL ZONA'l'ION OF VIDE'.l'ATION AND CLIMA'fit'9 

Tierra Fria 

Tierra Templada 

Tierra Caliente 

Altitude in feet 

Caribbean Paoitic 

above 5,900 

2,100-5,900 

under 2,100 

above 4,900 

1,475-4,900 

under 1,475 

The olimatic conditions and the vegetational zones are diwrsified 

by not only altitude but also by the contrasting wet Caribbean coast and 

the drier Pacific coast. The vegetation of the Caribbean lowlands is a 

l8nancock, P• 99. 

19L. Waibel, ttwhite Settlement in Costa Rica," Geographical Review, 
Vol. ~ (1939), P• 264. . 
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dense rainforest whieh climb veil up the eastern al.opes. The ngetation 

of the Pacific side is a deciduous forest w1 th patches of aaY&Dna. a:, 

The al ti tudinal llmi ts of climate and vegetation differ on the tvo sides 

of the highlands, being higher on the vet eastern sides than on the 

dry western sides. 

~est.on E. James, Latin America (New York, 1942), p. 710. 



CHAPTER IlI 

fflE PEX>PLE 

The first attempted settl•ent by the Spanish in Costa Rica was 

made as early as 1522, on the Niooya Peninsula, but it was soon abandoned 

beaauae or the hostility of the Indians. The Spaniards found no such 

peaceful tribes as were found further north on the shores of Lake 

Nicaragua.1 It was only after soae difficrulty that they were able to 

auecesstu.lly occupy the isthmus, and the attention was focused upon the 

high basin of Costa Rica, the Central Plateau. In 1560, the town of 

Cartago was founded by Coronado, and the fullest impacts of Spanillh 

civilization really began. 

During the first century of the existence of the new Spanish province, 

Costa Rica offered little to detract from the attention given to other 

oolcm.es. In this early colonial period, it was extremely poor. The 

Indians who were native to the Central Plateau proved to be of little 

value as workers, and were soon almost completely annihilated by new 

diseases brought in by the wh1 te aettJ.ers. By 1572, the fifty-ti ve 

Spanish families which settled around Cartago came to the realization that 

they would have to work their own fields and produce their own subsistame 

crops for inmediate survival, or they would have to migrate to other 

colonies. 2 In other Spanish colonies, early settlers had to make this 

1Preston E. James, Latin America (New York, 1942), pp. 710-11. 

2xbid., P• 711. 
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88Dl8 deoision, but only in Costa Rica did the people turn to agr.loulture. 

These early setUers formed themselves into a snall agrarian society, and 

trco this small community began the basis of growth and expansion into 

other parts of the country. They formed a democracy of small farmers, 

each working his own land, and the population has remained almost entirely 

pure Spanish, with a very SJ1all amount of Indian mixture.) The racial 

characteristics of Costa Rica todq still refieot the voluntary segregation 

of the early setUers. 

Expansion and growth ot the earliest settlers was by necessity very 

slov. It was alaoat entirely confined to the higher elevation of the 

lam, and primarily that of the Central Plateau. Early in the eighteenth 

oentury, pioneers moved f'rm Cartago across the Meseta Central into that 

part of the Central Plateau which is dr&ined towards the Pacific Ocean, 
,, 

and tomed the town ot San Jose, which later was to becaae the oapi tal. 

city. Soon afterwards, Alajuela, in 1790, and Heredia, in 1"!97, were 

/' 
founded in the viaini ty of San Jose. 

Growth in Population 

Nearly all of the growth in population and in the occupied areas 

under setUeaent was confined to the Central Plateau for nearly tvo 

centuries, because of three basic factors. First of all, the climate of 

the upper elevations was much more oonduci ve for healthful. enviromente 

than in the lower coastlines. There was an slmost complete absenoe of 

the Yari.ous tropical fevere, and the cooler and less rainy clllllate was 

much more favorable for agriculture which was similar to that which they 

3James, p. 7ll. 



21 

were most familiar. Second, during the entire colonial period, both 

coasts of Costa Rica were subjected to attacks from the Mosquito Indians 

of Nicaragua, and from the English and Dutch pirates. The isolation of 

the Central Plateau, along with the almost impassable rainforest, was the 

best defense posaihl.e against the marauiers. These raids, _however, were 

secondary to the third, and more important factor. Perhaps the greatest 

burden that was imposed upon the colonists was the colonial policy of 

Spain, which prevented any exchange of goods between the colonies them

selves or the colonies and any nation other than Spain. 4 Under theae 

pollnies, the settlers were unable to obtain the goods necessary for 

development. The lam, although fertile, contained no obvious resources 

to exploit for trade, nor were the settlers economically viable enough 

to be able to produce enough cash crops for export. Attention was 

necessarily fooused upon subsistanoe agriculture, which was best accom

plished on the Central Pla.teau.5 

After gaining independence early in the nineteenth century, the 

impact of the deaand for tropical agricultural products began to be 

realized. There was immediate expansion toward the lower coastlands, 

and exploi tat.ion of the fertile lands began. W1 th the aid of foreign 

capital, huge plantations were developed, and some 18,000 Negroes were 

transported to the provinoe of Limon from the Br! tish West In:lies to 

work on the banana plantations. Moat of these plantations have since 

been wiped out by the dreaded Panama disease, but most of the Negroes 

Achester Lloyd Jones, lb!. Caribbean Since !2QQ (New York, 1936), 
P• 246. 

Scosta Rica, Pan American Union (Washington, 1955), p. 7. 



did not migrate to the Pacific Coast where the banana industry moved, 

but have remained on the cacao estates and smaller farms near the 

Caribbean Coast.6 

Date 

1751 
182l. 
1892 
1916 
1936 
19.38 
1954 

TABLE VI 

POPULATION INCREASE? 

Population 

2,.3~ 
60,000 

24.3.2>5 
441,342 
591,862 
6~,19'1 S 
898,329 

The population growth of' the country bas been rapid since 1900. 

22 

Since man;y of' the tropical diseases now have little aff'eot upon the popu

lation, the relatively high birth rate, .35.9 per 1,000, multiplies the 

population at about three percent each year.9 

Racial Characterlatica 

According to an official estimate of December 31, 1953, the popula

tion of Costa Rica was 898,329, giving it a population density of 45.6 

persons per square mile. Over 95 percent of the population are of 

6Personal. observation (1949-52). 

7 James, pp. 705-17. 
8 
Costa ~, Pan American Union (Washington, 1955), p. 2. 

9 .l. Curtis Wilgus, ed. , I!!! Cari bbea.ns .il! Economy (Gainesville, 
1954), P• 178. 



Spanish ancestry, wi t,-i ll ttle admixture of Indian or Negro blood. The 

Indians, made up primarily of the Chorotega, Boruoa, Nahua, Carib, and 

23 

Chanquinola tribes, account for only o. 3 percent of the total population 

and now live mostly in the less accessible regions. Nearly all of the 

entire Negro population, which is 1.9 percent ot the total, live on the 

Caribbean coast. 

TABLE VII 

RACIAL PROPORTIONS IN THE mREE REGIONS OF COSTA RICAlO 
AND Pl>REIGN POPULATIOI, 192711 

Race Highlands Caribbean Pacif'io lationall ty Population 

White 91.0 34.4 50.1 Jamaican 17,245 
Mestizo s.o :;.:; 45.9 Nioaraguan 10,658 
Indian 0.5 3.3 1.6 Earopean 6,222 
Negro 0.2 55.7 0.5 Other 10,105 
Others 0.3 :;.:; 1.9 

TOT.AL 44,2~ 

Although the above charts were oanpiled in 1938 and 1927 respectively, 

the change in the racial composition of the population would not be of 

significance if they had been compiled at the present time. There still 

persists today the same enigma of voluntary segregation into class, 

racial, and ethnic groups.12 

lOJames Waibel, 1t\fdte SetUement in Costa Rica,• Geographical 
Re'Viev (Volume 29, 1939), P• 264.. 

llCheater Lloyd Jones, -Oosta Rica and Caribbean Civilization,• 
(Univ. of Wis. Study in the Social Soienoes and History, No. 23 
b{adison, l93i/) , P• )6. 

1 2i-ersonal observatJ.on (1949-52). 



Major Occupations 

The majority of the population is directly connected vi th some 

phase of agricultural. activity, and the entire country is affected to a 

great deal by the local and world agricrultural market conditions. Most 

of the manufacturing industries are based on the processing of agricul

tural and related products, while much of the transportation and service 

industries also support agriculture. Most Costa Ricans are hardworking 

and diligent, prefeITing to remain close to agriculture in thair chosen 

vooations, even though it m~ involve no more than a small backyard 

garden.13 

TABLE VIII 

MAJOR OOOUPATIONs14 
19~ 

Occupation Number employed 

J.grioul ture 
Manufacturing 
Conatruotion 
Commerce 
Services 
Transportation 
Mining 
Other 

TOTAL 

13Personal observation (1949-52). 

1.44,100 
23,~ 
11,600 
17,~ 
14,500 

9,000 
700 

9,~ 

2~,100 

l4statistical Yearbook ~, Eighth Issue, Prepared by the 
Statistical Office of the United Nations, Department of' Economic am 
Social Affairs (Nev York, 1956), p. 55. 
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Ma.I\V Costa Rioan•s seek additional employment, other t.ban that of 

their major occupation, to supplement their sometimes meager incomes. 

These secondary employments, although temporary, provide great assistance 

to agriculture during t.be harvest seasons. 

Population Distribution 

Costa Rioa is divided i:ato seven provinces, or states, with about 

45 percent of its population inhabiting the Central Plateau area. 

Because of the equitable climate in the highland regions, in oontrast 

with the high and humid temperatures of the lower coastal lands, the 

population still tends to concentrate in the upper regions, am 

principally around its capital, San Jose. This area is the center of 

Costa Rican business, political, and cultural life, with a metropolitan 

life heightened by the oosmopoli tan atmosphere of the oi ties. 

Province 

San Jose 
ilajuela 
Cartago 
Guanacaste 
Heredia 
Puntarenaa 
Limon 

TABLE IX 

POPULATION BY PROVINomJ.5 

Area ia 
Population Square Miles Capital 

Jll,51.0 1,891.89 San Jose 
166,~5 3,667.95 ilaJuela 
112,912 1,003.86 Cartago 
102,980 4,015.45 Liberia 

57,169 1,119.69 Heredia 
101.,066 4,367.18 Puntarenu 

46,JJ!/'/ 3,629.34 Puerto Limon 

Population 

89,334 
14,281 
1.3,339 

3,678 
12,5Sl 
14,014 
12,035 

15costa Rtca, Pan American Union (Washington, 1955), p. 5. 
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The divisions between provinces are slight, ext.sting only for 

govarmental purposes, and exert little or no control over the individual. 

There is complete freedom of movement between provinces, with no reatric

ti ve barriers being placed upon a:ny type of aeti vi ty between the several 

provinces. 



CJIAPTER IV 

AGRICULTURE 

The heart of Costa Riea, geographically, economioally, and 

culturally, is the so-called 11oof'fee belt," which occupies some 150 

square miles around the oapi ta.1 oi ty, San Jose. The soils of the 

"coffee belt" are deep, friable, and rich in organic matter, and are 

ideal for agriculture, particularly coffee. The "coffee belt• eontains 

forty percent of the population of the country, and frcm this area canes 

forty-five percent by value of the total exports.1 Coffee bas been the 

main export since 1829, and it has molded the country in a special 

manners 1 t has had the value of permanency. "Bananas and cacao have 

come and gone, now producing extra income, sometimes a depression, but 

the coffee industry has continued to be the backbone of the nation. 112 

The upper limit for coffee in Costa Rica is about 3~ feet above 

sea level. Above that, a different type of land and agriculture exists. 

Most of the land between the well-cultivated valleys and tho mountain 

I 
peaks is occupied by pastures, but in some areas, as near the Irazu 

Volcano, a highly developed mixed agriculture is to be fowld, consisting 

chiefiy of potatoes, highland corn, and vegetables. 

'1'he deep, volcanic soils, which are mostly black or brown fine 

1Jorge Leon, "Land Utilization in Costa Riea,• The Geographical 
Review, Volume XXXVIII (New York, 1948), pp. 445-446. 

2.rbid., P• 445. 



B&Ddy loams, produce good crops, but they are easily eroded and usually 

are kept indefinitely in some type of pasture-crop-fallow-crop rotation. 

It takes nearly the entire year for the corn crop to mature, but two 

crops of potatoes are obtained. The fine dairy farms, carrying purebred 

imported atook, t'urnish milk and butter to the central cities, with which 

they are connected by good paved roads. 

Most of the locally eonsumed crops of major importa.noe are not 

native to Costa Rica but have been introduced since the coming of the 

Spaniard. The major exceptions are varieties of Indian corn and potatoes. 

The varieties of corn grown are rather short, with a wbi te strain and a 

anall oob, but vi th a reportedly good yield. Potatoes of excellent 

quail ty are produced in the higher altitudes. Beans of a number of 

Tarieties are extensively cultivated, often being sown between oorn hills. 

Rice is also grown, .35,000 acres produced 49,a>o,ooo pounds for local 

consumption in 1950 • .3 At one time, wheat was grown in the Central 

Plateau, but it has now all but disappeared. There are no other small 

grains being produced in enough quantity to be of importance. 4 

Basic Crops 

The basic food stuffs of Costa Rica are rice, corn, and beans. 

The main area producing these crops lies on the Pacific slope and 

covers one-fourth of the cultivated land of the oOUl'ltry. Regardless 

3rearbook 91. International Trade Statistics, !222, Prepared by the 
Statistical Office of the United Nations, Department of Economic and 
Social Affairs (New York, 1956), P• 255. 

itchester Lloyd Jones, •Costa Rioa and Civilization in the Caribbean,• 
University of Wisconsin Studies!!! the Social Sciences ~ History, 
Number 23, University of Wisconsin {Madison, 1935), p. 75. 



of the large acreage planted, however, the yield is relatively low 

because of improper agrioultural practices. In bad years large quantities 

ot these staples must be imported. 

Al though in the pa.st the production of starch good a has not kept up 

with local demands, increasing quantities of them are now exported. 

Costa Rica formerly imported corn, rice, beans, and sugar, but is now 

exporting sane of these commodities.5 Tobacco of only medium grade is 

grown, in enough quantities to be sufficient for the lower class trade. 

Sugar cane is grown in small lots, 'With 11 ttle plantation activity being 

carried on. 

Lumber 

The lumber industry is also important to the country. Spanish 

cedar, mahogany, and other fine timber trees grow throughout most of 

Costa Rica, and some land is kept permanently under forestation. 

Al though the forest region of the country is extensive, its resources 

have not yet been i'ul.1y developed, with only the forested areas of the 

province of Guanaoaste being the most exploited. There, the greater 

part of the lowland 1 s covered with the deciduous wet and dry monsoon 

type of vegetation. The tropical forest contains valuable woods such 

as mahogany, lignum vitae, cedar, dyewood, and a variety of other woods 

useful for structural purposes. Oativo, a soft wood used in the ma.nu-

facture of plywood, is the principal. wood exported. Smaller amounts of 

cedar, balsa, mahogany, guayacan, fustic, cooobolo, brazilwood, ebon;,y, 

SA. Curtis Wilgus, ed., I!!! Car.1.bbeana Contemporary Trends 
(Gainesville, 1953), p. 178. 



rosewood, and valuable dye-woods are also shipped. 6 As is usual 1n such 

tropical. forests, pure stands do not exist, and much more of the growth 

consists of what is at the present time useless vegetation. 

Lumber exports have dropped considerably in the past five years, 

primarily due to the decreased demand for the woods by United States 

importers. 

Liveatoclc 

From the Nicaraguan boundary to the Gulf of Nicoya, covering a large 

part of the province of Guanacaste, is the main cattle region ot Costa 

Rica. It occupies the broad, fiat valley of the Tempisque, part of the 

Cordillera del Guana.oaste, and several smaller ranges ot hills and 

uplands. The cattle ranches are us~ very large, a combination of 

pastures, range, and forest, with the cattle being moved according to the 

season, from the lowlands to the hills during the rainy season, and back 

to the lowlands in the long dry season. Pastures are intensively 

utilized, and overgrazing is the rule. Cattle are taken on hoof to 

central markets, or shipped to Puntarenas, the principal ma.rket.7 

In recent years the dairy cattle industry has increased, and 

tended to centralise on the Central Plateau area. The dairy cattle are 

usually superior to the average stock and are among the most carefully 

selected of the world. The dairy industry has develope.d along the 

/ 

western slopes of the 'YOloanoes, particularly Irazu, located in the 

province of Cart.ago. Various agricultural experimental projects aim at 

6costa !Y:!t!, Pan American Union (Washington, 1955), p. 16. 

7Jorge Leon, "Land Utilisation in Costa Rica," !!l! Geographical 
Review, Volume XXXVIII (1948) , p. 41.8. 



improving cattle-feed during the dry season, when pastures are unfit 

for grazing. 

The livestock industries, with the exception of cattle raising, 

:n 

are generally umeveloped. The goyerment, however has advocated various 

measures to increase meat production and to improve the imustry. 

According to the 1952 census, there wares 656,836 catUe; la:>,072 . swine; 

8 
and 81,753 horses, mules, and asses. 

Agricultural Education and Progress 

Costa Rica's variety of climate and its rich productive soils 

helped agriculturists to choose Turri.alba as the site of the Int~ 

American Institute of Agricultural Seiences. Agricultural. scientists fran 

the various .American republics gather there to study and teach new tech-

niques in agriculture and animal husbandry. 

Costa Rica has made rapid strides in the introduction of new crops 

for development and improvenent. These advances have proved beneficial. 

not only in the improvement of the native diet, but have helped to 

advance the foreign export trade. Particularly outstanding have been the 

developaent of the African oil palm, and the improved varieties of market 

vegetables and fruits such as avocadoes, toJRatoes, cabbages, cucumbers, 

onions, turnips, along with pineapples, grapefndt, oranges and limes. 

Also, important importations have been plants raised for medicinal 

purposes such as cinchona as a source of quinine, and ipecac, used in 

the treatment of amoebic dysentery. 9 

8costa ~, Pan Amerloan Union (Washington, 1955) , p. 16. 

9 Ibid., p. 16. 



TABLE X 

MAJOR AGRIOULTUIW. CROP PRODUCTIONlO 
(Production in Metric Tons) 

Crop 

Coffee 
Bananas 
Cacao 
Rubber 
Abaca fiber 
Corn (a) 
Rice 
Mille 
Lumber (b) 
Cattle (a) 

(a) !95j 
(b) Measured in Cubic Meters 
( c) Head Count 

Production 

'JS,3'J7 
329,493 

9,7')6 
98 

943 
80,000 
25,000 

156,000 
J.46,0CX) 
762,000 

Approximately two-thirds of Costa Rica is still under natural vegeta-

ti.on, and there have been no reliable surveys to show how much of this 

land is actually suitable tor any type of agricultural produotion.11 

Certain areas, however, are of little use for modern day agrioul.ture. 

For example, the palm swamps along the Atlantic seaboard, the swampy 

borders of parts of the San Juan River and some of its tributaries, and 

moat of the "cloud forest• w1 th 1 ts too steep slopes and too shallow 

soils, are not conducive to modern agricultural methods. 

10statistical Yearbook, 12.22 (New York, 1956), P• 258. 

~enry F. Beeker, ''Land Utilization in Guanaca.ste Province of 
Costa Rica,• l'!!! Geographical Review, Volume XXXIII (New York, 1943), 
PP• 76-77. 



Plantation Agriculture 

Plantation agriculture, which is the basic industry of Costa. Rica, 

is mainly dependent upon three oropss coffee, bananas, and cacao. These 

three crops oonsti tute ninety percent of all exports from this country .12 

Coffee is the predominating product and yields the highest returns to 

the planter. Bananas a.re a strong supplement to coffee as a money crop, 

while cacao, al though an important export i tsn, is grown on a much smaller 

but rising scale. These crops, along 'With other basic crops, make up 

over 97 percent of the total exports of the country. 

Coffee 

TABLE n 

PRINCIPAL EXPORTS, 1953'1-3 
Value in Dollars 

Camnodity 

Abaoa 
Bananas 
Beana 
Cacao 
Coffee 
Corn 
Meat Products 
Rice 
Sugar 
Other Products 

TOTAL 

Value 

1,894,468 
32,284,673 

467,689 
3,7~,593 

33,549,975 
1,037,259 

288,.370 
285,000 
61/J,759 

2,051,612 

76,247,617 

Costa Rica wa.s the first country in Central America to produce 

12.aosta ~, Pan American Union (Washington, 1955), P• 14. 

13xbid., p. a). 
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ooffee.14 It was first introduced in the Province of Carts.go in 1796, 

but 1 t was not until 1825 that the first shipments were exported. Since 

that time, coffee cultivation has rapidly assumed a position of major 

importance in the nation's economy. 

The Costa Ricans were the first in Central Amerioa to realize the 

advantages that the tierra templa.da offered for growing coffee. Those 

parts of the tierra templada which have a dry season and a porous volcanic 

soil are beneficial for coffee oulture. The coffee produced in these 

areas, and particularly in the upper limits of these regions, is now 

recognized as possessing a superior flavor to that grown in maey- areas 

of Latin America. 

Although coffee is grown throughout the country, the principal 

/ 
producing regions are the upland provinces of San Jose, Cartago, Alajuel.a, 

and Heredia. Drying and fermentation of the beans usually takes place 

on the plantations, but at times it is done at concentration points in 

the towns. Since the opening of the railroad from the Central Plateau to 

Puerto Limon in 1891, that port has become the chief outlet from the 

country. 

Most of the oatetales or coffee fincas found on the Central Plateau 

are small estates, owned by native-born Costa Ricans. Unlike the landa 

used for bananas and cacao, there are few large coffee plantations. 

Estimates place the number of coffee trees found on the eafetales and 

15 
finca.s at 38,000,000, with a production in 1953 valued at more than 

133,000,000. 16 

Upreston E. James, Latin America (New York, 1943), p. 712. 

1 5iiaiph Hancock, "Costa Rica, •1 Latin America (1943), p~ 101. 

16costa !19.!, Pan American Union (Washington, 1955), p. a). 
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Before the Second World War the greatest demard for Costa Rican 

coffee came from England. Germany was the next largest buyer, and the 

United States followed in third place. However, since the war, the 

United States has received over seventy percent of the total exported.17 

The coffee industry is promoted and protected in Costa Rica by a 

semi-official organization created in 1935, the Ofioina del care' (Coffee 

Bureau). The Bureau engages in research, maintains several experimental 

farms, and publishes a monthly magazine which contains valuable inf orma-

tion and statistics. It also plays an important part in the regulation 

of the coffee trade, and serves as the goverment's chief adviser on 

matters of agricultural credit policy. 

It is not known when the banana was first introduced to Central 

America, . but Costa Rica was the first country to produce it for export. 

A North American promoter, Minor c. lei th, while engaged in the con-
/ ., 

struction of the Puerto Limon-San Jose Railroad, established plantations 

along the Caribbean coast and began the shipment of bananas to New 

Orleans. To augment the 11.mi tad. native labor force found in the lowlands 

districts, large numbers of Negroes were brought fran Jamaica. 

The value of the exports from bananas increased until in 1909, 

Costa Rica was the leading producer of bananas; its exports increased 

steadily until 1913, when the peak year was reached with ll,117, 833 

bunches being shipped from Puerto Limo"'n.18 After the Peak year of 1913, 

however, the Panama disease and the Sigatoka disease of bananas caused 

17 Ibid., P• 15. 

18Chester Lloyd Jones, •costa Rica and Caribbean Civilization," 
P• 74. 



a gradual decline in production, until in 193:3 the production was about 

4,341,565 bunches, the same as it had been in 1902.19 Crop losses caused 

by these diseases and other blights led to the decision or the United 

Fruit Company, the largest eoonomio entity of the country, a) to shift 1 ts 

operations from Parrlta, Pue1~0 Cortes, and Golf'lto, where 28,000 acree 

were under cultivation, to the Pacific lolollands in the southern part of 

21 the province of Puntarenas. 

Reoently, efforts have been made to reclaim the land which had once 

been ravaged by the Panaaa disease. By periodically flooding and draining 

the land, the disease seems to be checked for at least three or four 

years. After the land has been flood ad for a period of time, the land 

is then drained, and new trees planted. 

The dense Negro population which had accumulated near the banana 

plantations was stranded without means of support .when the United Fruit 

Company shifted its operations from the Caribbean plains to the Pacific 

lowlands. A few of the unmployed Negroes migrated to Honduras and 
,, 

Guatemala, but the ma.fority chose to remain near Puerto Limon, rather 

than migrate to new plantation sites. 22 Costa Ri.oa was left w1 th a 

serious population minority problem which was only partly solved with 

the develo~ent of new eaoao plantations. 

19rbid., P• 74. 

a)Business ~, January 2, 1954, Number 1270 (Albany, New York), 
P• 56. 

21 
Jorge Leon, p. 449. 

22.Pe.cson.a.l observation (1949-52). 



Cacao 

Cacao, and its products cocoa and chocolate, had been brought into 

the country long before the Spaniards arrived. It has been raised in 

Costa Rica for centuries, ever since the Aztec Nahu.a tribes brought the 

seeds with them in their migrations of the 14th century. 23 In the 18th 

century oaoao dominated the Costa Rican economy, and until the importanoe 

of coffee as an export crop was realized in about 1825, cacao was t.he major 

oash crop. 

It was not until aft.er the coming of the dreaded banana diseases 

that cacao again beoaae a major aaab crop of national. importanoe. Its 

modern importance began in 1914, when the practice of replanting the 

former banana lands vi th cacao trees originated. 24 Much of the labor was 

/ . 
provided by the resident Negroes of Puerto Limon, who had been stramed 

there after the shift of the banana plantations.2, 

Except for a small section on the Pacific coast, where irrigation 

is required throughout the dry season, all of the plantations are located 
/ 

in the Caribbean lowlands near Puerto Limon. The plantations cover some 

25,800 acres, and production averages about 7,500 tons a year, which is 

about one percent of the vorld I s total production. 26 

Two crops are harvested each year, the principal one between October 

23coata R!.!!.!, Pan American Union (Washington, 1955), p. 15. 

24Ibid., P• 15. 

25EJ.izabeth F. Keithan, •cacao in Costa Rica," Eoonardc Geograplg, 
Volume m (January, 194>), P• 72. 

26i3. c. Merdian, "World Cacao Production and Trade, 11 Foreign 
Agriculture, Volume 5 (1941), p. Y:,. 



Zl and Deo•ber, and the second between Hay and June. llbile less 

important than the banana and coffee crops, cacao exports bring in a 

substantial amount of revenue and prQvides year-around employment for 

aaey- of the Negro population • 

.lbaca 

Abaca, or Manila h•p, has also been an agricultural product vhioh 

has attempted to breach the gap left by the decline of the banana crops. 

The fiber, which is of excellent quality and particularly adaptable for 

marine cordage, was introduced during World War II when Japanese occupa

tion of the Philippine Islands deprived the United States and the free 

aarket or 1 ta major source. 

Since 1944, 'When the first shipaents of fiber were made, abaca has 

vied with cacao for third place in importance as an export commodity. 

The future of abaoa, however, is not certain. It is not yet known 

whether the fiber can be produced u eoonomioally as in the East Indies. 

The major districts of the abaca plantations are located in much 

the same areas as ware sane of the original banana plantations. There 

are &Cllle 17,JIX) acres planted, and the greatest production vas in 1955, 

when 943 metric tons of fiber was produced. 28 Most of the plantations are 

in the Siquirres and Mat.ina districts, and here again, the majority of 

the labor is performed by Negroes who vere brought to Costa Rica to work 

on the banana plantations. 29 

ZIPersonal observation (1949-52). 

28statiatJ.oal Yearbook, 1956, Eighth Issue, Prepared by the Statis
tical Office of the United Hationa, Department of Economic and Social 
Affairs (New York, 1956), p. 258. 

29Jorge Leon, "Land UtillzatJ.on in Costa Rica," p. 452. 



Rubber 

In 1936 the Goodyear Rubber Company started work on rubber planta-

tione near Cairo in the Caribbean lowlands. The oanpany now has more 

than 2)00 acres of trees planted on former banana lands. The plantations 

are planted with disease-resistant, high yielding varieties which will 

yield, when the trees are in full production, an estimate of nearly 

1000 pounds of rubber to the acre, compared to an average of JIXJ pound.a 

per acre in the Far F,ut. )J 

)J"Hews by Commodities," Foreign Commerce Weekly, XXXII (.luguat 21, 
1948), PP• 34-5. 



TRANSPORTATION AND C<Hro'NICATION 

'l'he isolation which first proT.ldsi the security enjoyed by Costa 

Rica when 1 t was a young struggling nation, has · now proved to an enigma 

which presents the chief obstacle to the econanic developnent of the 

country. Since the region is predominately agricultural, 1 t needs a 

well-integrated transportation system to move export crops frm farms 

to local markets, distribute imports throughout the country, and to 

open up new areas for cultJ.vation of both the export am the basic food 

orops. Until auch time as the systems of transportation are improved 

and made adequate for all the country, progress will be painfully slow. 

Todq, there are mat11 areas of Costa Rica which are accessible, 

through primary transportation, only by air. The Pacific and Caribbean 

lowlands are especially difficult to transverse, where several means of 

transportation must be utilized in order to reach the capital city on the 

Central Plateau. Fran Puerto Limo'n, only · two methods of modern transpor-

tation are available tor those who wish to go to the Central. Plateau& 

by railroad or commercial airlines. Puntarenas, the major port city of 

the Costa Rican Pacific, is served by railroad, commercial airlines, and 

-· 
by ~ adequate highwq. With the exception of these two major port cities, 

there is no means of direct transportation to the Central Plateau trcn 

any other area of the lowland districts. 

The i'ooal point for al.l modes on inland transportation is the 

/ 
capital city, San Jose. All of the major highways, airlines, and 

IIJ 



., 
railroads begin at San Jose and extend toward the other centers of' 

population throughout the rest of the oo,mtry. 

Railroads 

There are abou.t 712 miles of railwey-s in actual operation in Costa 

R:l.aa, including branches and sidings.1 ill of the railways are narrow 

gauge, three and one-half i'eet in width. Sixty-nine miles of railway 

belongs to the Costa Rican government, one hundred forty-one miles is 

owned by the Northern Railway Comp~, and two hundred seventeen miles 

is the property of the Costa Rica Railway Company. 2 

The Costa Rioa Railwq Comapny was leased to the Northern Railwq 

Company in 190S for a period of ninety-five years, making Northern's 

entire system s<11e three hundred fifty-eight miles in length, w1. th the 

main terminal at San Jose) The remainder of the railw,qs has been 

constructed by the truit companies along the lowlands to connect their 

plantations w1. th the principal ports on both the .Atlantic and Pacific 

coasts, ~ w1 th Al.mirante, Panama. 4 

/ 
The main line runs from Puerto Limon on the eastern coast to San 

Joa&, the capital, a distance of one humred three miles, and continues 
. , 

on via Al.ajuela, sane fourteen miles north of San Jose. The Pacific 

" Railway extems from San Jose to Puntarenas on the Pacific coast, a 

distance of sevanty miles, thus affording through connections by rail 

lcosta ~, Pan American Union (Washington, 1955), p. 28. 

2A. Hyatt Verrill, South !:!:!!!, Central Trade Conditions of Tod& 
(New York, 1914), p. 139. 

'nana G. Munro, l'!ll! l!Y.! Republics 2f. Central America (New York, 
1918), p. 160. 

4costa ~, Pan American Union (Washington, 1955), p. 28. 
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bet'Ween the Atlantio and Pacific coasts of the republic. It is said to 

be the sixth transcontinental railway completed in the two Americas. 5 

/ / 
On the line !'ran Puerto Limon to San Jose, a daily passenger servioe 

is maintained. The trip £ran the ooaat to the oapital city is usually 

made in about six hours, unless dela,ys are occasioned by land slides or 

flash floods, as f'requently happens. The passenger service from 

Puntarenas to San Jose is bi-weekly, requiring about four hours for the 

trip.6 

Ports and Waterways 

The two principal ports through which Costa Riaa is connected with 
,, 

the rest of the world are Puerto Limon, serving the Caribbean Coast, and 

Punt.arenas, serving the Pacific coast. Through these two ports pass 

v.l.rtually all of the countries exports and imports, and all marine 

passengers. These ports are the only coastal oi ties vhich are directly 

linked w1 th the Central Plateau and the capital city. Besides its connec

tions with New Orleans and New York., Puerto Limon has direct sailings to 

Europe and Great Britain, while Punta.mas has oonneotiom with San 

Fre.ncisoo and Panama • 
., 

Puerto Limon, with a population of 121035., situated on the site of 

the Indian village of Cariari where Columbus landed., serves as the major 

port of Costa Rica., and through this port passes the bulk of the nation's 

exports. Most of the present inhabi tan.ts are Negroes 'Who were brought 

into the country fraa Jamaica to work on the banana and cacao plantations 

5verrill, p. l/.D. 

6Personal. observation (1950). 



of the coastal plain. Today, the bulk of the experts o~nsist of oaoao, 

coffee, a.baoa, lumber, and bananas. 

Puntarena s , with a popula tion of 11+ 1014, is the capital. or the 

province of the same name, and is the principal port of the Pacific Coast. 

It lies on a. narrow spi t of land that juts three miles into the Gulf of 

Niooya. It is a favor! te summer resort city for people from the oi ties 

of the Central Plateau, v.lth its beautiful beaches and excellent deep-sea 

fishing.7 Livestock, lumber, coffee, and bananas are exported through 

the port, with mu.ah of Costa Rica's heavy machinery am bulk products 

pass through the port on the w~ to the larger oi ties of the Central. 

Plateau. 

Two other ports of the Pacific which are increasing in importance 

are GGlfito and Quepos. Their importance is due primarily to the 

shifting of the banana plantations to the Pacific lowlands. Both of 

the ports were bu1l t by the Uni tad Fru1 t Company to seM'e their planta-

8 
tions on the western slope. 

Costa Rica has a registered merchant marine, with 70 vessels of 

100 tons and over registered as of June )), 1954, with 2)0,515 gross 

tons.9 

The rivers in Costa. Rica descend rapidly from their mountain 

sources either direcUy to the sea, or to the low-lying coastal plains 

which they cross on their way toward the sea.. The rivers can be navigated 

only by t!llllall boats, yet in the Guanacaste, the San Carlos, and the San 

.1wm regions they are the chief means of transportation. 

7Parsonal observation {1949-52). 

8costa Rica, Pan American Union (Washington, 1955), P• 28. 

9Inf'orma.tion Pleue Alma.nae 1222 (New York, 1955), P• 561. 
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The San Juan River, 11hich fio'Ws more slowly along the northern 

boundary, drains Lake Nicaragua to the Atlantic Ocean. Costa Rica and 

Nicaragua have proposed the building of an inland canal along this 

river to connect the Atlantic with the Pacific as does the Panama Canal. 

Although the project has not progressed beyond the planning stage, the 

geographical. location and feasibility of it seems to be ideal.lo 

Highwqs 

In spite of the difficulties presented by the mountainOllS character 

of tha country and by six months of heayY rains each year, the country 

11 
possesses a fair aystEIB of highways. 

Costa Rica's network of roads comprises about 9~ miles of all-

weather roads and about 3,729 miles of seasonal. roads, the majority of 

which are looated on the Central Plateau.12 Most of the roads on the 

Plateau are p~ed and passable throughout most of the year. There are 

/ 
good roads leading fran San Jose to all of the major oi ties of the .Central 

Plateau, and to the major agricultural. districts surrourding them. 

American engineers and finances are helping in the 8Ul"'l'ey and 

construction of the part of the national highway which will eventually 

be Costa Rica's link in the international. Pan American Highw~. The 

Central Highway, which toms part of the system, runs through the Central 

Plateau and connects most of the prinoipal urban centers. .The Central 

/ 
Highwq is paved as far north as San Ramon, and south to !mpalme. 

10eosta ~, Pan American Union (Washington, 1955), P• 2$. 

11.1. Curtis Wilgus, ed., Ia! Caribbeans Il! ~onomy (Gainesville, 
1954) , p. 132. 

12 
Costa Rioa, Pan American Union (Washington, 1955), p. 29. -



All-weather roads extend northward to Liberia, forty miles fran the 

Nicaraguan border, and southward to San Isidro del General, one hundred 

and thirty-four miles frca the Panamanian border.13 In all, there are 

still one hundred seventy-four miles of the Pan American Highwq yet to 

be completed in Costa Rica. 

Airlines 

Until the arrival of commercial airlines in Costa Rica, many ares.a 

vere so isolated that several means of transportation had to be employed 

in order to travel troa one part of the country to another. In aaey 

instances, one had to travel by horses or mules, by boats, by rail, and 

aanetillles by highways in order to cross the country. Now, most areas are 

accessible in only a matter of hours. 

Transportation by msans of commercial and private aircraft is 

beocaing increasingly important. Passenger and air freight service by 

airlines in most instances is the :most eff'ioient, and sometimes the most 

economic Dle&nS of transportation.14 

There are five international airways which serw Costa Rica. Pan 

American World Airways, LACSA (Lineas Am-eas Costarricenses, §. !•) , 

TACA ('rrasportes Aereos Centro Americanoa) International Airlines, and 
., ., 

LI (J,ineas Aereas g_! Nicaragua, §.. _A.) connect Coeta Rica vith the rest 

of Central and South .America as well as Mexico and the United States. The 

Royal Dutch Airlines (KLM) comes from points in South America via Panama.15 

1 3A. Curtis Wilgus, ed., :th!! Caribbeans lli F.conomy (Gainesville, 
1954) , P• 132. 

lltpersonal experiences (1949-1952). 

15eosta !!.2,!, Pan American Union (Washington, 1955), p. 28. 
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LACSA is the country's only major domestic airline. It connects 
,,, 

all the provincial capitals and other important areas with San Jose, 

w.i th daily flights to most of the major cl ties and bi-weekly filghts to 

lesser important areas. For the areas which do not have accommodations 

for the larger aircraft (DC-3) of LACSA, there are several small 11bu8h 11 

airlines, consisting of from one to five small single engine aircraft, 

which cater to the smaller oommuni ties. Most of these smaller airlines 

function as contract or charter operations. These small, privately 

owned businesses are responsible for a great deal of the improvement in 

transportation and communications for not only Costa Rica, but all of 

Central Amerioa.16 

Communications 

The communications network is perhaps better in Costa Rica than in 

most Central American republics, with the possible exception of Panama. 

There are over two hundred fifty post offices in Costa Rica, providing 

an excellent regional. coverage, and with the international air services 

/ 
running north and south from San Jose daily, provides the necessary 

linkage w.i th the rest of Central. America, and the United States.17 

Th.ere a.re about three tbousar.d miles of telegraph lines in opera

tion, w.i th 188 telegraph offices. Telephone lines total approximately 
, 18 

1,400 miles, serving 11,618 telephones~ 

There a.re nine daily' newspapers in the republic, including two 

16Personal observations (1949-52). 

17Re.lph Hancock, •costa Rica," Latin America (New York and Chicago, 
1943) , P• 103. 

18Ibid. 
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English-language papers, all published in San Jose. Thirty commercial 

radio stations operating_in the country without government censorship 

provide adequate radio coverage.19 

There are twelve government-owned long-wave am short-wave broad-

casting station~. All American Cables and Tropical Radio both maintain 
/ ., 

offices in San Jose, Puerto Limon, and Puntarenas. There is a wireless 
., 

service between Puerto Limon and Bocas del Toro in Panama, to Bluefields 

in Nicaragua, and to Colon in Panama. The government O\TilS and maintains 
,, 

a large international wireless station at San Jose, and a smaller one at 

Colorado, at the mouth of the San Juan River near the Nice.ragua.n border.a> 

l~e Encyclopedia Americana (New York, Chicago, Washington, 1955) , . 
Volume 8, p • . 43. 

a>.Hancock, p. 103. 



CHAPTER VI 

IHDUSTRY AND FOREIGN TRADE 

Sinoe agriculture is still the principal occupation in Costa Rica, 

most of the manufacturing industries are based upon the processing and 

distribution of the agricultural products. In none of the cities is 

there the commercial. movement which results from the inflow of large 

munbers of people frcn the surrounding areas on any specific trading 

days. Nor is there an industrial population which markedly contributes 

to its a.ctivity. Leather goods, including shoes, textiles, beverages, 

ca.Mies, candles, bakery products, turniture, and printing are all 

1 represented in local manufacture. Some of the establishments do first 

class work, but all are on a scale limited by local. demand. These are 

the chief supplements to the activity produced by handling local food-

stuffs and the goods imported for the supply of the nation. 

Costa Rica has been unable to build a viable industrial. economy, 

and has tended to remain as an agrarian community. Since the country 

has been unable to produce and manufacture industrial goods of sizable 

quantity, these goods must be imported. Al though some food products are 

still imported, the bulk of the imported products are goods which cannot 

be manufactured or produced in Costa Rica due to shortages of raw materials, 

capital, and labor. Nearly all of the imports are finished products, or 

semi-finished goods to be used in secondary manufacturing. 

lohester Lloyd Jones, •costa Rica and Civilization in the Caribbean,• 
University of Wisconsin Studies !,a ~ Social Sciences and History 
(Madison, 1935), p. 255. 



TABLE III 

PRINCIPAL lMPORTS, 19532 
Value in Dollars 

Commodity 

Cement and Lime 
Chemical Products 
Cubustibles and Lubricants 
Iron and Steel 
Machinery and Vehicles 
Medicinal and Pharmaceutical 

Products 
Metal Manufactures 
Paper Products 
Textile Products 
Wheat Fl.oar 
Other Products 

TOTAL 

Faotorie8 

Value 

1,665,265 
9,631,240 
4,472,231 
.3,131,329 

16,369,496 

2,219,024 
5,042,256 
l,981,.326 
9,099,479 
2,693,050 

17,900,948 

7.3,668,948 

50 

In 194.3, there were reported to be 6,5.32 factories, industries, am 

businesses which served as manufacturing establishments. 3 However, in 

the census of 1950, the smaller marginal businesses were excluded, am 

3,247 industries with 184,900 employees were counted_. 4 

Nearly all businesses and industries are small. They include 144 

cigar and cigarette factories, ))8 cheese-making establishments, 151 

hydraulic sawmills, 69 candle-making .factories, and many coff~e-drying, 

starch, broom, and woodworking factories.5 

2costa ~, Pan Anlerican Union (Washington, 1955), p. 20. 

3aaJ.ph Hancock, •Costa Rica, 11 Latin America (New York, 1943) , P• 103. 

itstatistical Yearbook, l:2i2, Eighth Issue, Prepared by the Statis-
tical Office of the United Nations, Department of Econadc and Social 
Affairs (New York, 1956), p. 181. 

~ancock, p. 10.3. 



Distilleries of aloohollo and no11-a.lcoholic beverages are the most 

important single industry of the oountry, with the Government having a 

monopoly on the manufacture of all al.eohallo drinks except beer.6 

Clothing and textiles are manufactured locally from domestic cotton 

as well as fran imported raw materials. Recently, this industry has been 

expanded to include rayon weaving mills, which produce fabrics of first 

line quail ty. Most of the textile and clothing industry is concentrated 

in San Jos:. 7 

Sawmills have been established to process the forest products for 

export or for local craftsmen. Cabinet makers in ilajela, Carta.go, 

/ 
Heredia, and San Jose use oedar, mahogan;y, and rosewood to supply 

furn! ture for the domestic market. The Swiss emigrants of the upper 

highlands are especially reknowned for their skills in precision cabinet-

making and in the construction of fine furniture. Many of the small 

farmers of the Central Plateau practice some type of woodworking handi-

craft, demonstrating their special.ties at a national exposition held 

8 
each year in Alajuela. 

Cattle-raising has led to the development of related industries. 

Tanning, shoemaking, and sa.ddlery are i mportant occupations in the 

Qu.ana.oaste Province. Elsewhere., these industries are relatively small, 

and they are designed primarily to supply domestic needs. 

6costa ~, Pan .American Union (Washington, 1955), P• 18. 

?Personal observation (1951) • 

8t>ersons.1. observation (1951). 



The Tourist Industry 

The tourist industry in Costa Bica is relatively small, al.though 

many unofficial. numbers pus through the country. During the past five 

7eara, the nmnber of official. tourists in the country has averaged about 

11,000 per 7ear. 9 Besides the equitable climate, the tourist trade is 

attracted by artistic products auah as ceramics and aaal.l articles 

10 
fashioned of' mother-of-pearl, tortoise shell, am decorative woods. 

Baar Quepos, on the Pacific coast, game fish are abundant. Found there 

are red snapper, roosterfi sh, Spanish maokeral, tuna, jack creval.ly, 

dolphin, shark, am giant sailfish. These fish are al.so important to 

the country oomaeroially, w1 th tuna being the most important. The tuna, 

which school in countless numbers off' Puntarenas, bring oanmercial 

t1 ahermen from as far away as Call fornia.11 

ai.ter·Power 

Water power is a.buDiant in Costa Rica, al though 1 t has not yet been 

put to full use, w1 th only ll ,000 horsepower developed from a 1,4001000 

horsepower potential. supply. Recent ad.di tions to the hydro-electric 

power systam have been the 2,500-kilowatt plant which supplies additional 

power to Heredia, and the ~,000-ld.lowatt plant, utilizing the waters of 
/ 

the Tizate, Al.aJuela, and Grande de Tarcoles Rivers, which will provide 

9statistical Yearbook ~, p. S].6. 

lOeosta ~, Pan American Union (Washington, 1955), p. 18. 

11Lu1s Harden, "Land of the Painted Oxcarts,• .Ia! National Geographic 
Magazine, Vol. XC, No. 4 (October, 1946), p. 447. 



additional rural eleotrification.12 The entire hydro-electric power 

systems now supply 271,000,000-kilowatts, per year.1 3 

There is little heavy industry in Costa Rica, due to insufficient 

quantities of raw materials, limited capital, the necessity of importing 

machinery, and limited transportation facilities, all essential to 

industrialization. There has also been a tendenay for Costa Rican's to 

ignore their own maa:1.1, struggling industries, showing preferenaes for 

the known quail ties of imported goods even though they may actually be 

inferior products at higher costs •14 

Mining 

Mining is less important than both agriculture and industry, even 

though exploitation of gold, silver, and manganese deposits in Guanacaste 

have yielded a steady output. Mines near the Gulf of Nicoya made ship

ments during the peak year l9Y/ of both gold and silver valued at 

$465,000; although the amounts of gold and silver are rapidly decreasing, 

exports still average over $,>,ooo each year. Total production of one 

of the three gold districts has reached a value of $10,000,000, all of 

which was obtained by the use of crude methods.1 5 

Copper, iron, lead, mercury, nickel, and zinc have all been diacovered 

in Costa Rioa, but as yet have not been llined extensively. Sulphur ore has 

also been discovered, and the existence of petroleum deposits has been estab-
1 

lished in the Talamanca and Tilaran Mountains, and possibly in Guanacaste 

Province. 

121:ntonaation Please Almanac ~ (New York, 1955), p. 54. 

13statistical Yearbook~, p. 42].. 

~ersonal observation (1952). 

15. 
Hancock, p. 102. 
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The country's mining laws are liberal and will probably- encourage 

investment and bring about a greatly increaaed production. No distinction 

is made between foreign and native aoquisi tion of mining rights and concee,,

siona, nor is there interference with administration of distribution of 

output. 

Ownership of the subsoil is vested in the state, with the imi vidual 

mining rights being obtained either by purchase or by filing claim to 

the mining area. Courts, however, do not g1 ve title to the claims until 

after the survey has been completed and actual work begins. The title 

lapses and is returned to the state if the claim is unworked for two 

years. However, when a mine is once delivered to a claimant, he may 

16 
sell, mortgage, or dispose of it at will. 

Foreign Trade 

Like other Latin American countries, Costa Rica is highly dependent 

upon foreign trade for her economic welfare. The bulk of the country's 

agricultural production is exported, and her imports consist primarily 

of manufactured goods. The prof! ts, and also the losses, of foreign 

commerce are spread more widely among the people of Costa Rica than in 

most other countries in Latin America., due primarily to the system ot 

sma.11 farm groups which are evenly distributed throughout the country. 

The amount of foreign trade in Costa Rica has steadily increased 

since World War II. Until 1955, there has been a favorable balance of 

trade, with exports exceeding imports. 

16ifancook, p. 102. 



Year 

19,48 
1949 
1950 
1951 
1952 
1953 
1954 
1955 

(a) Import'. 

TABLE IlII 

GmERAL TRADE OF COSTA RIOAl7 
'lalue in US Dollars 

Merchandise 
Export Import 

45,960,000 42,344,000 
,48,191,000 43,352,000 
55,585,000 46,033,000 
63,410,000 55, 7-:,J ,ooo 
73,.350,000 67,860,000 
80,150,000 73,6ro,OOO 
84,700,000 80,020,000 
78,8(0,000 87,470,000 

Gold 
Export 

(a) 
(a) 
(a) 

-
20,000 

10,000 

and export atatlstloa not aiiliabie .tor l.948-50. 

Import 

(a) 
(a) 
(a) 

20,000 
10,000 
10,000 
20,000 
40,000 

Costa Rica's foreign trade is cotducted with the United States, 

Europe, am several of the Latin American countries. Although Costa 

Rica conducts more trade w1 th the United States than w1 th the rest of 

the world, the European market has become increasingly important sinoe 

1949. In 1953, imports from Gennany, England, Belgium, Hollemi, Italy, 

and Sweden amounted to 24 percent of the value of imports while the 

principal Latin American countries accounted for only four peroent.18 

l7Yearbook of International Trade Statistics, 12.22, p. 255. 

l80osta ~, Pan American Union (Washington, 1955), p. 19. 



Country 

United States 
Germany 
United Kingdom 
Others 

TOTAL 

TABLE nv 

·IDREIGN TRADE IN 195/9 
Value in US Dollars 

Imports from 

52,1~,ooo 
7,870,000 
5,870,000 

21,soo,000 

87,470,000 

kporta to 

42,3a:>,ooo 
21,ZD,OOO 

650,000 
14,670,000 

78,860,000 

Besides being Costa Rica's best customer, the United States is also 

her biggest inYestor. In 1943, the total value of American-owned assets 

in Costa Rica was estimated to be 36,700,000 dollara.:a> Although no 

ocnplete surYey of American-owned assets has been made since that time, 

the value of investments is now at least twice that amount. Estiaates 

place the value of United Fru1. t Company investments in Costa Rica at 

21 60,000,000 dollars. 

As has been indicated in previous sections, coffee and bananas are 

Costa Rica• s chief exports. In 1953, bananas amounted to 42 peroen..t of 

22 the total value of exports, while coffee amounted to 44 percent. 

Edible food products alone make up 94 percent of the total exporta. 

19tearbook ~ International Trade Statistics, !2.ii, p. 259. 

~The Caribbean, Peoples, Problems, ~ Prospects, p. 112. 

21Business Week, January 2, 1954, Number 1270 (Albany, New York), 
P• 56. ~ . 

22costa ~, Pan American Union (Washington, 1955), p. 19. 



C<11U1odity 

Food 
Crude materials 

inedible, except 
tats 

Beverages and 
Tobacco 

Animal aDd 
Vegetable fats 

Chemicals 
Manufactured 

goods 
Mi BOellaneous 

manufactured goods 
Misoellaneoua 

goods 

TOTAL 

TABLE XV 

EXPORTS BY COMMODITIF.S23 
Value 'in US Dollars 

1953 1954 

72,542,000 77,822,000 

2,416,000 1,621,000 

54,000 

109,000 17,000 
16,000 18,000 

46,000 75,000 

161,000 275,000 

950,000 1,176,000 

76,246,000 81,058,000 

1955 

76,858,000 

1,234,000 

1,000 

14,000 
118,000 

110,000 

106,000 

418,000 

78,859,000 

Most of Costa Rica' a imports are manufactured goods, although some 

semi-manufactured goods and raw materials are also imported. Since the 

agrarian community possesses no heavy industry, and insufficient factories 

capable of manufacturing consumer goods, most of the i mports consist of 

mamifactured goods, machinery, transportation equipment, chemious, and 

textiles. Machinery, manufactured goods, chemicals (including fertilizers), 

and automobiles make up 78 percent of the total imports. 

23Yearbook 2! International Trade Statistics, 1:222, Prepared by 
the Statistical Office of the United Nations, Department of Economic and 
Social ~f,airs (lew York, 1956), P• 255. 



Commodity 

Food 
Crude materials 

inedible, except 
fats 

Beverages and 
Tobacco 

Mineral Fuels 
Chemiaais 
Animal and 

Vegetable fats 
Manufactured 

Goods 
Machinery and 

Transportation 
Equipment 

Miscellaneous 
Manutaotured Goods 

Miscellaneous 

TOTAL 

TABLE XVI 

IMPORTS BY COMMODITIF.524 
Value in US Dollars 

195.3 1954 

9,071,000 10,044,000 

567,000 685,000 

694,000 7'31,000 
4,472,000 5,238,000 
9,631,000 ll,542,000 

419,000 556,000 

24,779,000 24,476,000 

16,369,000 18,670,000 

6,94.3,000 7,929,000 
711,000 565,000 

73,657,000 80,636,000 

1955 

ll,807,000 

704,000 

692,000 
5,269,000 

13,233,000 

535,000 

24,771,000 

2.3,192,000 

7,122,000 
138,000 

87,468,000 

Since the domestic economy is dependent directly upon .foreign trade, 

the eoonomio welfare of the country is a direct reflection of world 

trade conditions. The currency of Costa Rica is issued and controlled 

by the Banco Central (Central Bank), which al.so regulates oredit and 

25 ·/ 
foreign exchange. The oolon, which is the unit of currency, mq be 

exchanged for United. States dollars at the official rate ot 5.67 oolonea 

24rearbook g£ International ~ Statistics, !22i, Prepared by 
the Statistical Office of the United Nations, Department of Economic and 
Social Affairs (New York, 1956), p. 255. 

25costa ~, Pan American Union (Washington, 1955), p. 2). 



to the dollar. 26 However, there is also a sami-oontrolled free rate of 

exchange, which at times ha.is exchanged for as much as 9. 70 oolones to 

the dollar, depending upon the current shortage of dollars, and the 

ratio vf imports to e:xports. 27 

As a result of favorable trade trends, gold and foreign exchange 

reserves of the Central Bank have increased in the period between 1950 

and 1954. In December , 1953, there was a total of J,61.3,000 dollars in 

gold reserve. 28 Most of the exchange reserves and government surplus 

revenues are used either directly or indirectly to stimulate further 

trade and commerce through f'inanoing of national. projects such as high

-~, power plants, and airports. 21 

26costa ~, Pan American Union (Washington, 1955), p. 20. 

Zlpersonal observation (1951). 

28costa B!.£.!, Pan American Union {Washington, 1955), p. 20. 

29lbid., P• 20. 



CHAPTER VII 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

Although the Spaniards named the land Costa Rica, or "Rich Coast,• 

in anticipation of the gold which they hoped to find there, the earliest 

stages of the country's growth were anything but rich. Costa Rica 

suffered m8.1'Q'" hardships under the Spanish rule, and even after gaining 

independence in the early nineteenth century progress was still extremely 

slow. 

The difficulties which were met and defeated under early Spanish 

rule set a pattern frca which Costa Rica has developed into a strong, 

viable nation. The pbyaical hardships which contributed to the 

inaccessibility of Costa Rica have tended to develop a strong and ener

getic people, while the physical conditions of the land itself have given 

the people an easy wey of life. 

Costa Rioa is the most southerly of the ti ve Central American 

republics and is divided into three geographic regions, the low coast

lands, the fertile Central Plateau, and the upper mountain regions. The 

oore of settlement in Costa Rica is located in the highland.a, on the 

Central Plateau. Here the densest. rural populations of acy part of 

mainland Latin .America are found. Most of the land is owed and 

operated by a group of mall farmers rather than by the large landowners 

and tenants or peons traditionally found in other areas in Latin Amer.l.oa. 

In this area more than 90 percent of the inhabitants are of unmixed white 
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ancestry. Around this nucleus of settlement, the people have built a 

state which is reknowned for its coherence and for the orderliness of 

its social, economic, and political life, making it one of the most 

thoroughly democratic states in the world. 

61 

But all of Costa Rica is not a system of small, highland farms. It 

also has its large lowla.m plantations which produce almost one-half' of 

all the exports of the country. The arrival and pranotion of the large 

banana plantations marked the beginning of the greatest period of growth 

and diversity of Costa Rica. No longer was Costa Rica bouDi by the 

traditional types of agriculture; the developnent of the lowlaDi commercial 

plantations strengthened the economy, demanded a better system of communi

cations, a.Di united the various poll tioal and econadc di visions of the 

country into one centralized national unit. 

Agriculture, which is the basic industry of the country, is 

dependent upon the three basic crops which constitute almost 90 percent 

of the total exports, coffee, bananas, and ctacao. Bananas and cacao 

are both major plantation crops, grown in the lowlands, am are subject 

to variations in their value to the country due to the uncertainty of 

world market eondi tions. But coffee is the mainstay of the domestic / 

economy, accounting for about one-third of the total incane derived from 

exports. Coffee gives employment at least part of the yee:r to one in 

every six persons in the country. 

Costa Rica has organized a rural colonization program to stop :iana 

to city migration, and to increase farm production. Semi-abandoned farm 

land is being opened to settlement, am equipped with housing and 

machinery. 

Because Costa Rica is an agricul. tural nation, there is very 11 ttle 

industry except that necessary to meet the needs of her own people. 



Mamrl'acturing now contributes about one-half aa much as does agrioulture 

to the national income. Food products lead i n manufacturing, with 

printing and publishing second, .an evidence of the nation's high ll teracy. 

Clothing and related products are third most important, with lUD1ber 

fourth. 

The country has never been of any great importanoe for the produc

tion of minerals, although deposits of several mineral.a have been found. 

Gold, silver, manganese, and salt are the only minerals which have been 

exploited on a ca.maercial scale. 

Important not only as an aid to transportation of goods, bu.t for 

the possibilities it offers for a developnent of tourist trade, the 

Inter-American Highway should provide the greatest impetus of development 

for not only Costa Rioa but for all of Central America. Al though not yet 

ocapleted, the high~ has aided internal communication immeasureably. 

Air transport service and railroads provide adequate service at the 

present time, but after the completion of the Inter American Highway, 

greater emphasis vill be placed on modernizing and strengthening the 

railw~ system. 

The completion of the Pan American Highway, the Central American 

di vision of the Intel"-American Highwq, will also promote increased 

trade and social relations between Costa Rica and her neighbors. 

Costa Rica has sometimes been cal.led the II.land of eternal spring,• 

and her peoples, much of her climate, and the energy of the national 

character do much to justify this title. 

Costa Rica, in spite of internal revolts and uneasiness at times, 

has achieved a high degree of respectabill ty among the nations of the 

Western Hemisphere. .A ll ttle nation, no larger than the state of West 



Virginia, Costa Rica shares honors with Uruguay as being the most demo

cratic in faith and practice of all the Latin American states. Over 

seventy-five percent of the people are literate, a high rate tor Latin 

America, and prideful attention is given to the fact that Costa Rica 

has more teachers than aoldiers. 
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