
???’S LATIN AMERICA 2018

COSTA RICA 
COUNTRY NOTES 

THE LATIN AMERICA TRAVEL COMPANY



COSTA RICA COUNTRY NOTES

General content last updated 6th December 2022
All text and images © copyright Headseast Ltd 2008-22

E-mail: info@thelatinamericatravelcompany.com
Telephone: +44 (0)20 8191 7772

Designed and printed by Headseast Ltd.

Disclaimer: Although we take every care to ensure that the contents of 
this guide are correct we cannot guarantee that the information contained 

within is accurate and we disclaim all liability arising from its use

2

mailto:info@thelatinamericatravelcompany.com


COSTA RICA COUNTRY NOTES

COSTA RICA - CONTENTS

COSTA RICA INTRO

3
COSTA RICA INTRO

4 …. Maps
6 …. Introduction
7 …. Quick Facts
8 …. Currency
11 … Guides & Tipping
14 … Electricity & Plugs
16 … Climate
19 … Be Prepared
22 … What to Pack
29 … Vaccinations and Health
31 ... Travelling With Children
33 … History
47 … Geography
53 … People & Culture
56 … Art
59 … Music
61 … Sport 
64 … Cuisine
72 … Coffee
75 … Ecology & Eco Systems 
80 … Wildlife Guide
91 … Recommended Reading List
94 … Recommended Films
95 … Local Words and Phrases
99 … Spanish Language Guide



COSTA RICA COUNTRY NOTES

COSTA RICA 🇨🇷

COSTA RICA INTRO

4
COSTA RICA INTRO



COSTA RICA COUNTRY NOTES

COSTA RICA - MAP

COSTA RICA MAP

5
COSTA RICA MAP



COSTA RICA COUNTRY NOTES

COSTA RICA - INTRODUCTION

COSTA RICA INTRO

6
COSTA RICA INTRO

‘Pura vida’ is a popular phrase you will hear all the time in 
Costa Rica which can be used as a greeting, a farewell, an 
affirmation, a way to express gratitude or satisfaction or a way 
of describing someone. Broadly speaking, it can be described 
as an expression of eternal optimism and has become Costa 
Rica’s unofficial motto. Relaxed and easy-going, Costa Rica is 
a natural paradise and has become one of Latin America’s 
most popular destinations.

Famously declared one of the happiest places in the world, 
Costa Rica has protected over a quarter of it’s land as national 
parks and produces 99% of its power from clean, renewable 
sources. Although a small country there is a wide variety of 
climates and landscapes from the gushing rivers, waterfalls and 
coffee plantations of the Central Valley to the jungle canals on 
the Caribbean coast and the cooler cloud forest in Monteverde.

In this guide we have tried to give you a very brief introduction 
to this captivating nation as well as practical information for 
your trip. Wherever your Costa Rica experience takes you, we 
hope you find it as fascinating a place as we do.
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COSTA RICA FACTS

AT A GLANCE
Land area:  51,100 km2

Coastline:   1290km
Lowest point:   Barra Honda Caves (-240 metres)
Highest point:  Chirripo Mountain (3810 metres)
Drives on:  the right
Time Zone: GMT-6
Population:  4.9 million  
Life expectancy male:  77.1
Life expectancy female:  82.2
Literacy rate:  97.8%
President:  Luis Guillermo Solís (since 2014)
GDP purchasing power parity:  $79.26 billion (2016 est.)
GDP official exchange rate:  $57.69 billion (2016 est.)
Real growth rate: 4.3% (2016 est.)
GDP per capita (PPP):  11,824.64 USD (2016 est.)
Calling code:  +506
Date format:  dd/mm/yyyy  
National language:  Spanish
Regional languages: Maléku, Cabécar, Bribri, Guaymí, 
Buglere and Mekatelyu.
Ethnic groups:  65.8% White,Castizo, 13.65% Mestizo, 9.03% 
Immigrants, 6.72% Mulatto, 2.40% Amerindian, 1.03% Black, 
0.21% Asian, 0.88% other
Religions:  Catholicism 62%, Protestantism 21%, Agnostic/
Atheist/None 9%, Other religions 6%, Unknown 
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US DOLLARS OR COSTA RICAN COLON?
Costa Rica’s local currency is called the Colon, however US 
dollars are widely accepted in most businesses, hotels, shops 
and restaurants. Hotels usually offer to exchange US dollars 
into Colones but normally round the rate down to around ₡500 
for every US$1. However, it is not normally necessary to 
change US dollars to Colones because when you pay for 
something in US dollars you normally receive change in 
Colones, which would be at a fair rate.

OBTAINING DOLLARS OR COLONES BEFORE YOUR TRIP
There is no reason to change money to Colones in advance, 
plus it is very unlikely that any US or British bank would have 
Colones. We recommend taking some cash in $US dollars. 
Bring $20 bills or smaller as larger denominations are harder to 
spend due to problems with counterfeiting. We do not 
recommend changing money at the airport on arrival as you 
will get a very bad rate.

KEY EXCHANGE RATES DEC 2022

1 £     =  ₡738 

1 €     =  ₡636 

1 $     =  ₡606

1,000 ₡     = £ 1.36 

1,000 ₡     = € 1.57 

1,000 ₡     = $ 1.65
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OBTAINING DOLLARS OR COLONES IN COSTA RICA
ATM’s are widely available in all major towns and cities in 
Costa Rica. In order to minimize any transaction fees we 
recommend withdrawing the maximum amount allowed 
(typically between $US300 - $US500). Try to get rid of any 
Colones before leaving Costa Rica as you may have trouble 
changing them back to dollars or pounds after arriving home.

CARDS OR CASH?
We would suggest a mixture of credit / debit cards and a small 
amount of cash is best to take with cash being a backup in 
case you can’t find an ATM or lose your card. Make sure you let 
your card provider know you will be in Costa Rica or your card 
may be stopped!

HOW MUCH WILL I SPEND?
On our trips most expenses are already covered. Please refer 
to the inclusions and exclusions section of your itinerary for a 
detailed list. You will only normally need to budget for some 
lunches, dinners, souvenirs, tips and any additional activities on 
free days. As a general guide we would say at least £50 or 
USD $60 per person per day for mid range travellers.

WE SUGGEST THAT YOU INFORM YOUR BANK WHAT 
DATES YOU WILL BE IN COSTA RICA SO THEY DON’ PUT A 

STOP ON YOUR CREDIT OR DEBIT CARD AS SOON AS YOU 
TRY AND USE IT.
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GUIDES & TIPPING

IN GENERAL
We like to think of the guide’s presence as being a little like a 
friend of a friend who has happily agreed to show you around 
their home area. All our guides have training and experience, 
often considerable, in the areas they cover and we will only 
work with guides with the proper licences and qualifications. 
Tipping guides and drivers is the norm in Latin America and is 
certainly appreciated if (and only if) the service they have 
provided warrants it. Our policy is that at no time should a guide 
be pressuring for a tip – please do let us know if that happens. 
Unless specific arrangements have been made with us in 
advance your guide will speak English. If you require a guide 
who speaks another language this must be requested to us as 
far in advance as possible. French, Spanish, German and 
Italian speaking guides are usually possible in most 
destinations.

TIPPING DRIVERS AND PORTERS - HOW MUCH?
Tips are by no means expected but if you experience good 
service and would like to show your appreciation we would 
suggest a tip of USD $3-5 per person.

TIPPING GUIDES - HOW MUCH?
Again, tips are by no means mandatory, but it is customary to 
show your appreciation if you have enjoyed your tour and 
experienced good service. If you are on a shared group tour we 
would recommend at USD$5 - $10 per person. If you have a 
private guide we recommend a little bit more at USD$10 - $15 
per person.
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TIPPING IN A RESTAURANT - HOW MUCH?
In Costa Rica restaurant bills come with 13% tax included plus 
an additional mandatory 10% service charge. Although this is 
referred to as a service charge it is not technically a tip because 
it is compulsory and not dependent on the quality of service. 
Most restaurant menus will include the 13% tax in their prices 
but not the 10% service charge. Locals are not likely to pay any 
additional tip on top of these mandatory fees and it is definitely 
acceptable to pay the bill as it is. However, the mandatory 10% 
service charge does not go directly to the waiters or waitresses 
and if it does it would be built into their minimum wage and is 
not additional pay. Therefore, if you feel you have received 
good service we recommend leaving another 5% - 10% for the 
staff.

TIPPING TAXI DRIVERS?
It is not expected to tip taxi drivers in Costa Rica, but most 
people would round the fare up to the nearest dollar.
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TOP TIP FOR TIPPING
WE FIND THE BEST WAY OF GIVING A TIP OVER IS 
BY PUTTING THE MONEY IN AN ENVELOPE - ONE 
FOR THE GUIDE, ONE FOR THE DRIVER - AND 
HANDING THAT OVER AT THE END OF YOUR TIME 
WITH THEM.
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VOLTAGE
In Costa Rica the standard voltage is 120V and the standard 
frequency is 60 Hz. This is typically the same as the US, so US 
travellers do not usually require a converter or adaptor. The 
standard voltage in the UK is 230V which means you may require 
a voltage adaptor for some devices. Nowadays most devices 
such as mobile phone chargers, USB chargers and laptop 
chargers are multi voltage which means they will switch 
automatically to the network voltage. However, some high power 
devices such as hair dryers don’t usually handle different 
voltages. Always check the label to see what voltage range the 
device works within. If you try to use a device with the wrong 
voltage it will most likely break.
 
PLUGS AND SOCKETS
Costa Rica uses plug and socket types A and B as pictured 
below. Most universal adaptors will cover both types.

Plug type A Plug type B

Socket type A Socket type B
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OVERVIEW
As Costa Rica is located between 8 and 12 degrees north of 
the Equator, the climate is tropical year round. However, the 
country has many microclimates depending on elevation, 
rainfall, topography, and by the geography of each particular 
region.

Costa Rica's seasons are defined by how much rain falls during 
a particular period. The year can be split into two periods, the 
dry season known to the residents as summer, and the rainy 
season, known locally as winter. The "summer" or dry season 
goes from December to April, and "winter" or rainy season goes 
from May to November. May and November are considered 
transition months. July, however, is referred to locally as the 
veranillo which means little summer. This is because although 
July is in the middle of the rainy season, it usually receives less 
rain than the rest of the rainy season. September and October 
are the wettest months when parts of the Osa Peninsular 
become inaccessible.

The Caribbean side of the country receives the most rain with 
an annual rainfall of over 5,000 mm (196.9 in). Humidity is also 
higher on the Caribbean side than on the Pacific side. The 
province of Guanacaste in the north west of the country is the 
driest and hottest part of the country.

COSTA RICA CLIMATE
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SAN JOSE & CENTRAL VALLEY
Averages J F M A M J J A S O N D

Max temp 
°C 26 29 30 30 29 28 28 28 28 25 26 26

Min temp 
°C 17 18 18 19 18 18 18 18 18 18 18 18

Rainfall 
mm 10 10 10 60 140 170 180 190 240 220 160 50

TORTUGUERO
Averages J F M A M J J A S O N D

Max temp 
°C 29 29 30 30 30 30 30 30 31 31 29 29

Min temp 
°C 21 21 22 22 23 23 23 23 23 23 22 22

Rainfall 
mm 264 191 179 172 318 234 397 252 112 160 311 347

SARAPIQUI
Averages J F M A M J J A S O N D

Max temp 
°C 29 29 30 30 30 30 30 30 31 31 29 29

Min temp 
°C 21 21 22 22 23 23 23 23 23 23 22 22

Rainfall 
mm 2 1 2 2 12 24 29 22 11 3 1 1
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ARENAL LA FORTUNA
Averages J F M A M J J A S O N D

Max temp 
°C 29 32 33 33 31 29 29 30 30 30 30 30

Min temp 
°C 22 22 23 23 22 22 22 22 22 22 22 21

Rainfall 
mm 26 30 19 20 25 42 36 36 45 42 44 23

COSTA RICA - CLIMATE

COSTA RICA CLIMATECOSTA RICA CLIMATE

MONTEVERDE
Averages J F M A M J J A S O N D

Max temp 
°C 20 21 22 22 22 22 21 21 22 21 20 21

Min temp 
°C 12 12 12 13 14 14 14 14 13 14 14 14

Rainfall 
mm 15 14 12 17 30 46 79 53 30 28 22 20

GUANACASTE
Averages J F M A M J J A S O N D

Max temp 
°C 31 32 33 34 32 30 31 31 29 29 29 31

Min temp 
°C 23 23 24 24 24 24 24 23 23 23 22 22

Rainfall 
mm 4 2 6 32 221 260 132 210 359 310 98 13
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OSA PENINSULAR 
Averages J F M A M J J A S O N D

Max temp 
°C 32 33 33 32 31 30 30 30 31 30 30 31

Min temp 
°C 23 22 24 24 24 23 22 21 21 21 21 21

Rainfall 
mm 29 11 25 67 314 254 264 306 337 361 244 85

COSTA RICA - CLIMATE
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MANUEL ANTONIO 
Averages J F M A M J J A S O N D

Max temp 
°C 32 32 33 32 29 28 28 28 28 27 28 30

Min temp 
°C 23 22 23 25 25 25 25 25 24 24 24 23

Rainfall 
mm 37 29 27 115 323 368 461 412 317 323 314 131

PUERTO VIEJO
Averages J F M A M J J A S O N D

Max temp 
°C 29 29 30 30 30 30 30 30 31 31 29 29

Min temp 
°C 21 21 22 22 23 23 23 23 23 23 22 22

Rainfall 
mm 264 191 179 171 318 234 397 252 112 160 311 347
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PLEASE NOTE THAT THIS “BE PREPARED” SECTION 
IS NOT DESIGNED TO ALARM YOU BUT SIMPLY TO 
HIGHLIGHT A FEW THINGS YOU SHOULD BE AWARE 
OF IN THIS OTHERWISE VERY SAFE COUNTRY.

BEACHES
Although most beaches in Costa Rica are safe, some can have 
strong currents and rip-tides. In more remote areas on the you 
won’t find any signs so we recommend being cautious if visiting 
these areas independently. If you are unsure, ask a local. Most 
beach hotels will tell you on arrival if the beach is not suitable 
for swimming. There are no private beaches in Costa Rica by 
law, so locals selling handicrafts may find their way onto the 
beach even in secluded hotels. If you are not interested just 
politely decline and they will not usually persist.

NARCOTICS
Marijuana traffic, distribution and commerce is illegal in Costa 
Rica but recreational use among locals is common due to a law 
that allows locals to carry small quantities for personal use. The 
United States DEA is present in Costa Rica and they have 
been known to disguise themselves as tourists. There is a 
Costa Rican equivalent of the DEA as well. It is not advised to 
do illegal drugs in Costa Rica or to try and bribe a police officer.

DOGS
Most dogs are trained to be protective of property and there are 
also many strays. Do not approach a dog without it’s owners 
permission.
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LGBT TRAVELLERS
Generally Costa Rica is quite a conservative and traditional 
nation with Catholicism as their most prominent religion. 
Attitudes towards LGBT people, however, are much better than 
in most other Central American countries. In 2015 Costa Rica 
became the first country in Central America to recognize gay 
relationships. Same sex couples are unlikely to be the subject 
of harassment although public displays of affection may attract 
a few looks. In general, Costa Rica definitely caters to the 
LGBT traveller. There is a thriving gay scene in San Jose and 
most notably in Manuel Antonio which has been a popular gay 
destination for many years. Here you can find gay-friendly 
accommodations, gay nightlife and more.

TOILETS!
The plumbing systems in Costa Rica have very low pressure 
and are poorly built. As a result it is not possible to flush the 
toilet paper. You need to dispose of the toilet paper in the 
rubbish bin that is usually located next to the toilet. Some 
hotels may have more modern systems but on the whole this is 
the normal practice. If there is a bin next to the toilet, then 
please use it. Public toilets are rare in Costa Rica but most 
restaurants or cafés will allow you to use their facilities for a 
small charge (usually around USD$1). 

WOMEN TRAVELLERS
Unfortunately as with many Latin American countries solo 
female travellers or groups of women can expect to experience 
a few cat calls or flirtatious comments. The best policy is to 
ignore any unwanted comments completely which will be 
respected. In remote rural areas dress is normally conservative 
although on the whole this should not be a concern. On 



COSTA RICA COUNTRY NOTES

BE PREPARED

BE PREPARED

21
BE PREPARED

beaches bikini's are normal but topless or nude bathing is not. 
Taking a taxi after dark is recommended and applies to both 
men and women.

OTHER GENERAL TIPS
Costa Rica is an exceptionally safe place, especially for 
tourists, but below are a few common sense measures that 
should be taken when travelling anywhere.

- Use the safe provided in your hotel room, only carry as much 
cash as you need and don’t leave your wallet on the beach 
when going for a swim.

- Make regular back-ups of your photos just in case you lose 
your memory card or it gets stolen.

- Many find a money belt that fits under your clothes the safest 
way to carry cash and important items such as your passport.

- Always take a taxi after dark
- Do not change any money with people on the street
- Do not wear very expensive jewelry or keep expensive 

cameras or smart phones on display in public after dark.
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SUGGESTED PACKING LIST
Below are a few useful items we recommend for your trip. 
Costa Rica is a tropical country and generally is quite hot and 
humid year round. Highland areas such as Monteverde and the 
Central Valley are slightly cooler and some warmer clothing 
may be required, particularly at night. Even in the dry season 
you should expect some rain, so lightweight rain gear is a must.

WHAT TO PACK
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CLOTHING 

✔

A Buff scarf - lightweight and useful for many things

Breathable quick dry walking socks

Several pairs of lightweight socks

Lightweight waterproof or poncho

Quick dry long walking trousers

Shorts

Decent and comfortable hiking shoes

Long sleeve cotton or light synthetic shirt

Short sleeve cotton or light synthetic shirt

Several spare t-shirts

At least two sets of spare quick drying clothes



COSTA RICA COUNTRY NOTES

WHAT TO PACK

WHAT TO PACK

23
WHAT TO PACK

CLOTHING - continued ...

✔

Swimsuits

Beach towels/sarongs 

Umbrella (provided by some hotels)

Trainers

Smarter shoes for restaurants 

Flip Flops

Waterproof sandals

Water shoes

Dressy sandals 

Lightweight dress shoe

Light blouse

Casual dress / skirt

Lightweight fleece for cooler areas

Yoga pants
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CLOTHING - continued ...

✔

Tank tops (men and women)

Sports bras

TOILETRIES

✔

Sunscreen

After sun

Hand sanitizer

Dental floss

Moisturizer 

Small first aid kit

Lip balm

Deodorant

Washcloth

Quick dry towel

Antihistamines in case of allergies
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TOILETRIES

✔

Shaving supplies

Razors

Makeup

Feminine hygiene products

Shampoo / conditioner

Hairstyling appliances

Face cleanser

Nail file / clippers

Tweezers

Travel sickness pills

Painkillers

Contact lenses / solution

Toothbrush / toothpaste

Antacids 

Vitamins
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ACCESSORIES & MISC

✔

Sun hat or hat with visor

Sun glasses

Day pack (with waterproof cover)

Zip-lock plastic bags

Trekking poles 

Dry bags for electrical equipment 

Plug adaptor

Headphones / earphones

Eye mask

Money belt

Travel pillow

Insurance details

Re-fillable aluminum water bottle

Re-fillable flask for coffee

Extra prescription glasses (if applicable)
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ACCESSORIES & MISC - continued...

✔

Binoculars

Camera

Go-Pro video camera

Spare memory card / batteries for camera

Laptop

Smartphone

A good book (see our recommended reading list!)

Kindle

Flashlight or head torch

Insect repellent that contains DEET

Mesh bag for wet clothes

Earplugs

Tissues/wet wipes

Cup / mug with a lid

Travel towel
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ANYTHING ELSE YOU MIGHT WANT TO ADD

✔
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GENERAL ADVICE
You should confirm with your doctor that all courses and 
boosters are up to date as recommended for life in Britain. For 
Costa Rica the course or booster that is usually advised is 
Hepatitis A. Other vaccines to be considered are Diphtheria, 
Rabies and Tetanus.

YELLOW FEVER
There is no risk of yellow fever in Costa Rica, however, a 
yellow fever vaccination and certificate is required for travellers 
who are over 9 months old when arriving from a country that 
does have a risk of yellow fever or when having transited 
through an airport for more than 12 hours of a country that has 
risk of yellow fever. This excludes Argentina, Guyana, Panama, 
Paraguay, Suriname and Trinidad and Tobago in South 
America. This means if you are flying directly from the UK to 
Costa Rica you will not require a yellow fever vaccination 
or certificate.

MALARIA
Malaria is categorised as low to no risk throughout the country 
and antimalarial medication is not usually advised.

DISCLAIMER:
The information provided here is purely for guidance 
purposes and we are not medical experts. We always 
recommend that you make an appointment with your doctor 
6-8 weeks before departure who will be able to properly 
assess your personal medical history, give accurate advice 
and advise on exactly which immunisations or medical 
precautions you personally need to take.
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MOSQUITOES
Mosquitoes are not found in all destinations in Costa Rica, 
Monteverde and parts of the Central Valley, for example, are  
located at too high an elevation. However, we still recommend 
protecting against insect and mosquito bites as much as 
possible. Wearing lightweight long pants, long sleeved shirts 
and using insect repellents with high concentrations of DEET is 
recommended.   

HOSPITALS
Costa Rica has one of the highest levels of social care in the 
world. Its doctors are known worldwide as some of the best. 
Many people from U.S, Canada and Europe go there to be 
treated, not only because the quality of the service but for the 
cost. First class Hospitals can be found in the capital. There is 
a public/private hospital system and excellent care in available 
in each. The public system has much longer waits, while the 
private system has shorter waits. If you are unfortunate enough 
to have a very sick child requiring hospitalization, the child will 
be transferred to the only children's hospital in the country, 
located in the capital. This children's hospital is public. 

TAP WATER
Costa Rica prides itself on the quality of it’s water and it is in 
the most part safe to drink. You may have to be more cautious 
in more remote and rural areas. Having said this, many eco 
lodges provide their own water purification processes in order 
to ensure their tap water is clean. We always recommend 
checking with the hotel to be sure. If you have a sensitive 
stomach then we recommend bottled water, just to be sure.
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IN GENERAL
Costa Rica is extremely family friendly and a fantastic 
destination for children as it is very safe, has clean water and 
extremely family orientated locals. It is a very inclusive and 
friendly culture that is welcoming towards children. The 
infrastructure is good and generally transfer times between 
destinations are quite short. The healthcare system is fantastic 
and generally it is very well set up for tourism. The tropical 
wildlife is fascinating for kids of all ages and there are plenty of 
other family friendly activities on offer too. We have no doubt 
that you and your family will have a wonderful time in this 
beautiful little country!

HOTELS
If you are travelling as a family or with children you would have 
received advice from your consultant on which hotels are most 
appropriate. There are relatively few adults only hotels in Costa 
Rica and most welcome children and families. Some will have 
separate areas designated for kids such as family restaurants 
and children’s swimming pools. If there is anything in particular 
we can do to make your stay more comfortable just let us know.
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BREAST FEEDING IN PUBLIC
Although this can be controversial in the UK and United States, 
in Costa Rica it is considered normal. The majority of mothers 
breast feed openly in public whether that is on a bus, in the 
shops or in a restaurant. It is culturally accepted.

DRIVING TIMES AND TRANSFERS
As mentioned earlier, driving and transfer times in Costa Rica 
are relatively short in comparison to the rest of the Latin 
America. Our private transfers are extremely comfortable and 
some of our vehicles will even have wifi. This is useful for the 
kids if they want to watch something on a phone or tablet. 

A FEW TOP TIPS
- If you are travelling with a baby, we advise stocking up on 
specific baby products as they can be hard to come by outside 
of San Jose.
- Start early - if flying in from the UK or Europe the time 
difference is considerable. The effect of this is you will find 
yourself naturally waking up early anyway. Take advantage of 
this and children’s natural higher energy levels in the morning 
to do activities, then plan a relaxing afternoon.
- If travelling with a baby do not be alarmed if locals in 
restaurants ask to hold your baby. This is a form of affection 
and generally considered normal.
- Parents should take note that the legal drinking age in Costa 
Rica is 18 but this is rarely enforced.
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PRE-COLUMBIAN 
The Pre-Columbian history of Costa Rica extends from the 
establishment of the first settlers until the arrival of Christopher 
Columbus to the Americas. Pre-colonization, Costa Rica was 
very different from its neighboring regions and this is a 
difference that continues all the way to modern times. To the 
north you had the great civilizations of the Aztecs and the 
Mayans, and to the south in South America you had the mighty 
Incas. Because of Costa Rica’s central position, one would 
think that it would flourish as a part of a major trade centre, but 
that was not the case.

Actually, Costa Rica was very isolated and sparsely populated. 
The major reason for this is the geography. Costa Rica is 
something like a bottleneck, with mountains that reach as high 
as 13,000 ft separating marshes, swamps, jungles and rain 
forests on either side. It was safer and easier for traders to 
bypass the place all together and go by sea instead. If you add 
to this the lack of precious metals, what you come up with, is a 
place with only five small indigenous groups living in the area 
by the time the Spanish arrived.

The five separate groups were: the Barucas of the central and 
southern Pacific side, the Bribri of the southern area and, into 
what is now Panama, the Caribs along the Caribbean coast, 
the Corobicis in the northern plateau, and finally the 
Chorotegas in the Nicoya Peninsula area. Today there are only 
a few small reservations in Costa Rica holding the remaining 
descendants of these groups.

Going further back to the time of the first settlers there is 
archaeological evidence that places the arrival of the first 
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humans to Costa Rica between 7,000 and 10,000 BC. In the 
valley of Turrialba sites have been found in areas where quarry 
and tradesman tools such as bifaces were manufactured. It is 
thought that these first settlers of Costa Rica belonged to small 
nomadic groups of around 20 to 30 members bound by kinship, 
which moved continually to hunt animals and gather roots and 
wild plants. In addition to the species that still exist today, their 
usual prey included the so-called mega-fauna such as giant 
armadillos, sloths and mastodons. 

By the 16th century, the present-day territory of Costa Rica – 
with the exception of the Nicoya Peninsula, its gulf and the 
Nahuan enclaves – formed the cultural region known as the 
Intermediate Area. In addition, this included the Atlantic regions 
of Nicaragua, Panama and Colombia, as well as parts of 
Venezuela and the Pacific coast of Ecuador.
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SPANISH COLONIZATION
Christopher Columbus discovered the tiny little island of Uvita 
just off the coast of the present day city of Limon on his fourth 
voyage in 1502. Supposedly, though the stories vary, 
Columbus, upon emerging from his cabin after a great storm, 
took one look at the coastline stretching out on either side of 
him and proclaimed it “a rich coast” (Costa Rica in Spanish). 
Whether this story was true or not, point is the Spaniards 
believed that it meant rich as in riches. So, over the next 
seventy years various groups of Conquistadors tried to conquer 
the region and make off with all the riches. Easier said than 
done. First, there was the jungle on the Caribbean side that 
was all but impenetrable. Second, there was no great 
civilization to conquer like there was in other areas of the New 
World. And third, there were actually very, very few riches. 
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Finally, in 1561, the first permanent settlers landed on the 
Pacific side and eventually made their way to the Central 
Plateau and established the settlement of Cartago. Cartago 
was by no means the hub of the New World, in fact it was pretty 
much forgotten by the rest of the region. The settlement was so 
isolated that for a period of time in the late 17th century the 
colonist reverted to using the old Indian medium of exchange, 
the cacao bean.

During most of the colonial period, Costa Rica was the 
southernmost province of the Captaincy General of Guatemala, 
which was nominally part of the Viceroyalty of New Spain (i.e., 
Mexico). In practice it operated as a largely autonomous entity 
within the Spanish Empire. Costa Rica's distance from the 
capital in Guatemala, its legal prohibition under Spanish law 
against trading with its southern neighbors in Panama, then 
part of the Viceroyalty of New Granada (i.e. Colombia), and the 
lack of resources such as gold and silver, resulted in Costa 
Rica attracting few inhabitants. It was a poor, isolated, and 
sparsely inhabited region within the Spanish Empire. A Spanish 
governor in 1719 described Costa Rica as "the poorest and 
most miserable Spanish colony in all America." Things 
definitely got worse before they got better. In 1723 the Irazu 
volcano erupted and nearly wiped out the whole town.

By the beginning of the 18th century things started to go Costa 
Rica’s way. Trade was officially reopened and Cacao, tobacco, 
sugar, wheat and flour were actively exported. With increased 
prosperity, other towns started to sprout up, most notably, 
Heredia, San Jose, Alajuela and Escazu. Even with their 
increasing good fortune Costa Rica was still very isolated and 
small with a population under 20,000. Many of these people 
directly descended from the original settlers.
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INDEPENDENCE
In the early 19th century, Napoleon's occupation of Spain led to 
the outbreak of revolts all across Spanish America. In New 
Spain, all of the fighting by those seeking independence was 
done in the centre of that area from 1810 to 1821, what today is 
central Mexico. Once the Viceroy was defeated in the capital 
city—today Mexico City—in 1821, the news of independence 
was sent to all the territories of New Spain, including the 
Intendancies of the former Captaincy of Guatemala. Costa Rica 
joined the other Central American Intendancies in a joint 
declaration of independence from Spain, the 1821 Act of 
Independence.
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On October 13, 1821 the documents arrived at Cartago, and an 
emergency meeting was called upon by Governor Juan Manuel 
de Cañas. There were many ideas on what to do upon gaining 
independence, such as joining Mexico, joining Guatemala or 
Nueva Granada (today Colombia). A group was declared (Junta 
de Legados), which created the temporary Junta Gubernativa 
Superior.

Independence from Spain was acknowledged and ratified on 
October 29, 1821 by the colonial authorities. It was then ratified 
in the cities of San José on November 1, 1821, at Cartago on 
November 3rd, 1821, at Heredia on November 11, 1821, and 
Alajuela on November 25th, 1821.

The early years of Costa Rican independence was a time of 
experimentation. No one really knew what to do so they started 
trying different things. In fact, from 1821 to 1833, the capital 
was continually switched back and forth between the four main 
cities, Cartago, San Jose, Alajuela and Heredia, with San Jose 
the eventual winner.
In 1823, a revolution in Mexico ousted Emperor Agustín de 
Iturbide. A new Mexican congress voted to allow the Central 
American Intendancies (including Costa Rica) to decide their 
own fate. That year, the United Provinces of Central America 
was formed of the five Central American Intendancies under 
General Manuel José Arce. The Intendancies took the new 
name of States. The United Provinces federation, not strongly 
united to begin with, rapidly disintegrated under the pressures 
of intra-provincial rivalries.

Therefore in 1838 Costa Rica gained full independence but had 
no regular trade routes established to export their coffee to 
European markets. Coffee was actually introduced to Costa 
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Rica from Cuba in 1808. They had problems with lack of 
infrastructure producing problems in transportation: the coffee-
growing areas were mainly in the Central Valley and had 
access only to the port of Puntarenas on the Pacific Coast. 
Before the Panama Canal was opened, ships from Europe had 
to sail around Cape Horn in order to get to the Pacific Coast. In 
1843, the country established a trade route to Europe with the 
help of William Le Lacheur, a Guernsey merchant and 
shipowner. 

WILLIAM WALKER
In 1856, William Walker, an American filibuster, began 
incursions into Central America. William Walker had a dream of 
establishing a slave nation in Central America along the lines of 
the Confederacy. Walker had taken over Nicaragua and was 
looking south to also take over the undefended Costa Rica. 
Walker had run afoul of the United States and Britain by seizing 
all foreign interests in Nicaragua, most notably those of the 
Vanderbilt’s. 
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Costa Rica declared war against his forces. Led by 
Commander in Chief of the Army of Costa Rica, President Juan 
Rafael Mora Porras, the filibusters were defeated and forced 
out of the country. Costa Rican forces followed the filibusters 
into Rivas, Nicaragua, where in a final battle, William Walker 
and his forces were finally pushed back. Juan Santamaría, a 
drummer boy from Alajuela who lost his life torching the 
filibusters' stronghold, was killed in this final battle. He is today 
remembered as a national hero with the international airport 
named after him.

DEMOCRACY, COFFEE & CONFLICT
An era of peaceful democracy in Costa Rica began in 1869 
with elections. Costa Rica has avoided much of the violence 
that has plagued Central America. Since the late nineteenth 
century, only two brief periods of violence have marred its 
democratic development. In 1917–19, Federico Tinoco 
Granados ruled as a dictator.  By the dawn of the 20th century, 
the main economic and political power in Costa Rica had to do 
with coffee. A few families controlled the growing, roasting, 
shipping and exporting of it. Along with the revenues generated 
by this crop came political power. Once again, most of the 
ruling families were directly descended from the original 
settlers. In fact, 33 of the 40 presidents that Costa Rica has 
had, come from three families. 

The main reason Costa Rica has been able to get by with 
relatively little social upheaval is its small population. This 
coupled with a year-round growing season and rich volcanic 
soil meant that even the peasant farmers could make a living. 
The one major exception to this trend occurred in 1948 when 
there were two groups vying for control of the direction the 
country would take. The first group was lead by Rafael Angel 
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Calderon Guardia, who was President from 1940 to 1944. He 
initiated the first social reforms in the country’s history, such as 
paid vacations and unemployment insurance.

The second group was lead by Jose “Pepe” Figueres who 
wanted the reforms to go much further. Everything came to a 
head in 1948 when Calderon lost the election but claimed that it 
was fixed. Things got so bad that a group led by Pepe 
Figueres, and backed by arms from Cuba and Guatemala, led 
an armed uprising and took over the government. With more 
than 2,000 dead, the 44-day Costa Rican Civil War resulting 
from this uprising was the bloodiest event in twentieth-century 
Costa Rican history. After Figueres assumed power he quickly 
abolished the army lest someone else use it to overthrow him.  
During his interim administration many more sweeping changes 
were enacted, such as a new constitution that gave the vote to 
women, an end to discrimination against blacks and an 
extension of social welfare programs such as free education. 
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Traditional oxcart that was once used to transport coffee beans 
from the Central Valley to the Pacific coast for export.
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Figueres became a national hero, winning the first election 
under the new constitution in 1953. Since then Costa Rica has 
been one of the few democracies to operate without a standing 
army. The nation has held 16 successive presidential elections, 
all peaceful.

CONSERVATISM AND ECONOMIC DECLINE
In 1978 Costa Rica elected President Rodrigo Carazo, a 
conservative, amidst a sharp decline in the country’s economy. 
Carazo's government was plagued by economic instability and 
social unrest. During his presidency, there was a world 
economic recession. Coffee prices dropped and its revenues 
declined. In 1979, the price of oil, a main imported item, 
increased sharply and rapidly, plunging the country into crisis. 
Against the advice of his Minister of Finance, Hernán Sáenz 
Jiménez, and the International Monetary Fund (IMF), Carazo 
instructed the Central Bank of Costa Rica to borrow heavily to 
maintain the value of the colón, the local currency, in the hope 
that an economic recovery was close at hand.

That policy eventually became unsustainable, leading to a 
catastrophic sudden devaluation in September 1980. The 
heavy load of debt that the central bank acquired has 
contributed to the high rates of inflation that Costa Rica has 
endured ever since.

After stepping down as president in 1982, Carazo became a 
well-known critic of the IMF and other global financial 
institutions. 
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OSCAR ARIAS SÁNCHEZ 
The most prominent Costa Rican of the modern era is probably 
Oscar Arias Sánchez, who was president of Costa Rica from 
1986 to 1990, a significantly troublesome time in Central 
America, with disturbances in El Salvador, Nicaragua, and 
Panama. Although Costa Rica enjoyed peace within its 
borders, it was not insulated from regional conflicts. The 
instability in the neighboring countries at this time discouraged 
investment and tourism. Moreover, the country experienced a 
flood of Nicaraguan and Salvadoran refugees, which drained 
the economy and burdened educational and health institutions.

In 1987 President Sánchez designed a regional peace plan—
the Esquipulas Process, which became the basis for the peace 
agreement signed by the presidents of most of the other 
Central American nations. This peace plan brought about free 
and open elections in Nicaragua and the subsequent end of the 
civil war in that country. Arias' peace accomplishments in the 
region earned him the Nobel Peace Prize in 1987.
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THE GROWTH OF TOURISM
In the nineties, the tourist industry grew until it climaxed in 1994 
with over 1 million visitors. The economic sector of tourism 
began to develop in the 1980’s and is now the country’s main 
revenue source. In 1955 a law passed that declared areas 
within a radius of 2 kilometres of volcanic craters to be national 
parks. In the same year the Costa Rican Institute of Tourism 
(ICT) was founded. In 1977 the National Park Services (SPN) 
was created and in 1998 the organisation of all natural 
reservations was reorganized under the National System of 
Conservation Areas (SINAC – Sistema Nacional de Areas de 
Conservación). Slowly, Costa Rica’s rich biodiversity was being 
discovered as an important asset and plans for its protection 
were compiled. In the 1990’s everything accelerated and the 
government promoted tourism development on a large scale. 
Meanwhile, while one of the ICT’s slogans was "COSTA RICA 
100% NATURE", slash-and-burn agriculture created a 
catastrophic deforestation. By 2007 there were 1.9 million 
visitors in Costa Rica, thereby contributing to 8% of the GNP 
and around 13% of the country’s employment. Tourism has now 
become the primary source of income (15%) before banana 
and coffee exportation. According to Costa Rica’s tourist board 
a total of 2,925,128 international tourists visited Costa Rica in 
2016.

THE BLUE FLAG PROGRAM
Implemented in 1996 and inspired by a similar program 
developed in Europe in 1985, the "Bandera Azul 
Ecológica" (Ecological Blue Flag) Program is intended to 
promote development while curbing the negative impacts of 
mass tourism by helping the local community to work against 
pollution and protecting the environment. The program 
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evaluates the environmental quality of coastal areas, in terms 
of the quality of the beaches and sea water, access and quality 
of drinking water, water and waste management, security, and 
environmental education. Depending on the degree of 
compliance against the optimal criteria established, a certain 
number of stars are awarded to the Blue Flag.

THE CST FIVE LEAF PROGRAM
Developed in 1997 by the Costa Rican Tourism Board, the 
public agency responsible for tourism development and 
regulation in the country, a voluntary Certification for 
Sustainable Tourism Program (known as CST) was introduced 
in order to turn "the concept of sustainability into something 
real" by "improving the way in which the natural and social 
resources are utilized, to motivate the active participation of the 
local communities, and to support the competitiveness of the 
business sector.” The program was aimed for all types of 
businesses in the tourism industry, but it began only with 
lodging providers. By 2007, a total of 108 parameters are 
considered for the CST evaluation. After an evaluation an 
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award out of between 1 and 5 leaves is given. CST hopes to 
encourage businesses to become sustainable in a variety of 
ways, including using recycled products, implementing water 
and energy saving devices, properly disposing and treating 
waste, conserving and expanding Costa Rica's forests, and 
developing better systems of information management.
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The symbol for Costa Rica’s 5 leaf sustainability 
certification. Look for this displayed in hotels and 

other businesses.
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INTRODUCTION
Costa Rica is located on the Central American Isthmus, 
surrounding the point 10° north of the equator and 84° west of 
the prime meridian. It borders both the Caribbean Sea (to the 
east) and the North Pacific Ocean (to the west), with a total of 
1,290 km of coastline (212 km on the Caribbean coast and 
1,016 km on the Pacific). 

Costa Rica shares a border with Nicaragua to the north (313 
km long border) and with Panama to the south (348 km long 
border). The area of Costa Rica is 51,100 km² of which 51,060 
km² is land and 40 km² is water, making it slightly smaller than 
the U.S. state of West Virginia.

Despite its proximity to the equator, Costa Rica is much more 
than a hot and sunny tropical paradise. Rolling mountains and 
highland cloud forests contrast with the Caribbean and Pacific 
shorelines, creating a country with four main geographical 
areas: the Tropical Lowlands (Caribbean and Pacific coasts), 
the Northern Central Plains, the Central Valley and the 
Northwest Peninsula.

MOUNTAINS
Two mountain chains together run almost the entire length of 
Costa Rica. These are, in the north, the Cordillera Volcánica, 
noted for its volcanic activity, as the name implies, and, in the 
south, the Cordillera de Talamanca. The Cordillera Volcánica 
may be divided into three ranges, from northwest to southeast: 
the Cordillera de Guanacaste, the Cordillera de Tilarán, and the 
Cordillera Central. Designated a UNESCO World Heritage site 
in 1983, the Cordillera de Talamanca is a massive granite 
batholith, quite different geologically from the volcanically active 
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northern ranges. Costa Rica’s highest point, Mount Chirripó 
(12,530 feet [3,819 metres]), is in the southern Talamanca 
system. Two of the highest peaks in the Cordillera Volcánica, 
Irazú volcano (11,260 feet [3,432 metres]) and Poás volcano 
(8,871 feet [2,704 metres]), have paved roads reaching to the 
rims of their active craters.
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VOLCANOES 
In addition to plentiful mountains, Costa Rica boasts at least 60 
volcanoes, five of which are active (Poas Volcano, Irazu 
Volcano, Arenal Volcano, Rincon de la Vieja Volcano and 
Turrialba Volcano). This volcanic abundance comes courtesy of 
two tectonic plates – the Cocos Plate and the Caribbean Plate 
– that sit beneath the country's landmass. The shifting plates 
have caused many serious earthquakes over the years and 
played a crucial part in the formation of Costa Rica’s 
landscape. 
The volcanoes of Costa Rica can be divided into 3 volcanic 
range systems. The Guanacaste Range is home to the Rincon 
de la Vieja, Orosi Volcano, Miravalles Volcano, Tenorio Volcano 
& Arenal Volcano, while the Central Volcanic Range is made up 
of the Poas, Barva, Irazu, and Turrialba volcanoes. The 
Talamanca Range has only one volcano, the El Viejo.
Arenal is perhaps the most famous of all Costa Rica’s 
volcanoes. This is because it was until recently the most active 
volcano in the country, spewing hot gases and steam on a 
regular basis. Dormant since December 2010, it is thought to 
have a ‘perfect’ volcanic cone. It is indeed a sight to see as it 
sits towering amidst the surrounding landscape of the Arenal 
National Park.
One of the most accessible active volcanoes in Costa Rica is 
the Poas Volcano, which sits in the national park of the same 
name. This volcano has only one active crater, while the other 
two are dormant. While the active crater has a boiling acid lake, 
one of the inactive craters has a cold water lake which flows 
down the side of the volcano to become the Rio Sarapiqui.
For some of the most stunning and panoramic views visit the 
Irazu Volcano. On a clear day from the volcano’s summit you 
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can see both the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans. As the soil on this 
volcano is very fertile, its slopes are lush and green with plenty 
of forestation and pastureland's for grazing cattle.

RIVERS
Rain, the natural resource for rivers in Costa Rica, is abundant. 
Several large rivers begin as streams in the mountains but 
become fast-moving waterways in the valleys and lowlands, 
most flowing to the east or west coast. It There are 14 major 
river systems that originate in Costa Rica's mountains, each 
draining into the Caribbean Sea, the Pacific Ocean, the San 
Juan River or Lake Nicaragua. Two of these rivers, the Pacuare 
and Reventazon, produce world-famous whitewater rapids. 
Some sections feature Class V river rapids, the most difficult to 

50
COSTA RICA GEOGRAPHYCOSTA RICA GEOGRAPHY

Summit of Irazu volcano



COSTA RICA COUNTRY NOTES

COSTA RICA - GEOGRAPHY
master. Other rivers such as the Sixaola and San Juan provide 
natural boundaries between Costa Rica and bordering nations.

PROTECTED AREAS 
Costa Rica is famous for its 26 national parks and more than 
160 protected areas. The other types of protected areas in 
Costa Rica are National Wildlife Refuges, Biological Reserves, 
Protection Zones, and Absolute Nature Reserves. Together the 
protected areas comprise over one-fourth of Costa Rican 
territory. 9.3% of the country is protected under IUCN 
categories I-V.
Costa Rica's progressive policies on environmental protection 
and sustainable ecotourism in the National Parks System have 
been lauded as a model for other countries. The rainforests, 
tropical forests, marine areas and wetlands of Costa Rica are 
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the subject of many university and scientific organization 
studies. The enrichment of the world's knowledge of these 
important habitats is an invaluable contribution from the 
National Parks System of Costa Rica.
The Cordillera de Talamanca is home to an impressive 
collection of national parks and other preserved areas, 
including the La Amistad International Park, which extends into 
Panamá. On the southern Osa Peninsula is the internationally 
renowned Corcovado National Park, which preserves a 
remnant of sizeable lowland tropical rainforest that is unique in 
the world. Manuel Antonio National Park was listed by Forbes 
in 2011 among the world's 12 most beautiful national parks.
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PEOPLE
In general Costa Rica is distinct from it’s neighbouring nations 
for it’s relative “whiteness” and lack of indigenous people. 
Costa Ricans are of primarily Spanish or Spanish/mixed 
ancestry with minorities of German, Italian, French, Dutch, 
British, Swedish and Greek ancestry. Whites, Castizo and 
Mestizo together comprise 83% of the population.

European migrants used Costa Rica to get across Central 
America and to reach the West Coast of the United States in 
the late 19th century and until the 1910s (before the Panama 
Canal opened). Other European ethnic groups known to live in 
Costa Rica include Russians, Danes, Belgians, Portuguese, 
Croats, Poles, Turks, Armenians and Georgians.

Costa Rica has four small minority groups: Mulattos, Blacks, 
Amerindians and Asians. About 8% of the population is of Black 
African descent or Mulatto (mix of European and black) who 
are called Afro-Costa Ricans, English-speaking descendants of 
19th century black Jamaican immigrant workers.

There are also over 104,000 Native American or indigenous 
inhabitants, representing 2.4% of the population. Most of them 
live in secluded reservations, distributed among eight ethnic 
groups: Quitirrisí (in the Central Valley), Matambú or Chorotega 
(Guanacaste), Maleku (northern Alajuela), Bribri (southern 
Atlantic), Cabécar (Cordillera de Talamanca), Guaymí 
(southern Costa Rica, along the Panamá border), Boruca 
(southern Costa Rica) and Térraba (southern Costa Rica).

A considerable portion of the Costa Rican population is made 
up of Nicaraguans. There is also a number of Colombian 
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refugees. Moreover, Costa Rica took in lots of refugees from a 
range of other Latin American countries fleeing civil wars and 
dictatorships during the 1970s and 80s – notably from El 
Salvador, Chile, Argentina, Cuba and recently from Venezuela. 
Currently immigrants represent 9% of the Costa Rican 
population.

CULTURE
With a relaxed, easy going and peaceful society, Costa Rica 
has long been considered the Switzerland of Latin America! 
Famous across the world for it’s commitment to the 
environment and lack of an army, this family centred nation 
maintains a sunny outlook on life. 

Due to the very tiny percentage of indigenous people, Costa 
Rican culture has been heavily influenced by Spanish culture 
ever since colonization. Parts of the country have other cultural 
influences, including the Caribbean province of Limón and the 
Cordillera de Talamanca which are influenced by Jamaican 
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immigrants and the small populations of indigenous people that 
reside in those areas. 

Local Costa Rica culture, however, is rich with traditions that 
govern almost every nuance of daily life. Family is very 
important for Costa Ricans, and many still live as extended 
family units, with grandparents, parents, children and siblings 
all living under one roof. Some immensely important family 
traditions are: baptisms, first communions, engagement parties, 
weddings and funerals. These events are attended by the 
extended family as well as by a large quantity of friends and 
their family members. 

In general, Costa Ricans are taught from a young age the 
importance of being bien educado (well mannered). Being 
polite is taken very seriously and Costa Ricans are generally 
very un-confrontational. Violent protests, for example, are 
extremely rare.

Traditions are also shaped by gender differences and the 
"machismo" system. Men and women are expected to act 
differently from each other, and to respect their roles. A large 
proportion of Costa Rican women are professionals and hold 
important positions in both businesses and the government, but 
they still retain some traits that are traditional and conservative.

Finally, when talking about culture, one must not forget the 
topic of religion. Even though 90% of the country is Catholic, 
they practice a "lukewarm" Catholicism. Ever since colonial 
times, the Catholic Institution hasn't exerted a powerful 
influence either politically or culturally. Most Costa Rican 
Catholics view their religion more as a tradition than as a 
practice or even a faith.
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ART
Whilst some of Latin America’s foremost art movements were 
the product of social unrest and suffering, the predominant 
influence on Costa Rican art has long been European. 
Indigenous art in Costa Rica is far less prominent and Spanish 
style has shaped Costa Rican architecture, especially their 
churches and historic buildings.

At the beginning of the 19th century, it was fashionable for 
wealthy Costa Ricans to have portraits painted by visiting 
Europeans artists. When these European artists began to settle 
in Costa Rica they taught Costa Rican artists the traditional 
techniques of drawing, sculpture and oil painting which had a 
huge impact on the evolution of Costa Rican art.

The new generation of Costa Rican artists brought a refreshing 
and mature style helping to develop the contemporary art 
scene of Costa Rica. Painters such as Wenceslao de la 
Guardia, Teodorico Quirós and Enrique Echandi helped to form 
the basis of modern Costa Rican art. 

Since those early days Costa Rican artists began to branch out 
and find their own style. For example, Francisco Amighetti, one 
of the country's most prolific and influential artists, rejected the 
teachings of European traditionalists in favour of bolder styles 
such as Surrealism, changing the landscape of Costa Rican art 
forever and inspiring a whole generation of creative talent. 
Amighetti, born in San Jose in 1907 and of Italian descent,  
created over 500 individual pieces of art in his lifetime including 
abstract art, water colours, oil paintings, sculpture, 
impressionist landscape painting, and even intricate 
woodcutting. 
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Another one of Costa Rica’s most famous artists is Teodorico 
Quiros. In the later part of the 1920s Teodorico Quiros, along 
with several other artists, formed a group called the Group of 
New Sensibility. Quiros is one of Costa Rica’s most celebrated 
landscape artists and the leader of a great art movement. 
Quiros and the other artists of this group created art that 
portrayed authentic Costa Rican life, including the quaint 
communities, vibrant colours, and stunning settings of the 
country during this period.

Other famous Costa Rican artists include: José Joaquín 
Gutierrez who captured the “Tico” idiosyncrasies in his popular 
“Cocorí” books; Isidro Con Wong, who introduced magic 
realism to painting in the country; and sculptors such as Ibo 
Bonilla.

Francisco Amighetti
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Other notable Costa Rican artists include Jorge Gallado, César 
Valverde Vega, Rafael Angel Garcia and Manuel de la Cruz 
Gonzalez Lujan who was considered the Picasso of Costa 
Rica. Some more contemporary renowned Costa Rican 
painters include Gonzalo Morales Sáurez, Rafa Fernandez, 
and Fernando Carballo. Costa Rican art can be seen around 
the country in many different locations. The best museum is the 
Museo de Arte Costarricense (Museum of Costa Rican Art) in 
San Jose which houses the largest and most important 
collection of works by Costa Rican artists from the colonial time 
to the present. The museum’s permanent collection has over 
6,000 pieces, including works by big names like Juan Manuel 
Sánchez, Max Jiménez, Francisco Amighetti, Lola Fernández, 
and more.  

Teodorico Quiros
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Although Costa Rica has produced little music of it’s own, it has 
adopted a liking many Latin styles of music from it’s 
neighbouring nations. Traditional Latin music like Salsa, Soca, 
Meringue, and Bachata are also very popular, especially 
among older crowds. Cumbria, a music and dance style 
originating from Africans and Amerindians in Columbia, is 
extremely popular in Costa Rica. 

The most notable genre of music to come out of Costa Rican is 
their own take on calypso, which is distinct from the more 
widely known Trinidadian calypso sound. This style of music is 
mainly found on the Caribbean coast. The music is rooted in 
African rhythms that use steel drums and reggae beats. 
Needless to say Reggae and Bob Marley are also extremely 
popular on the Caribbean Coast. One of Costa Rica's most well 
known artists in the area of Calypso is Walter Ferguson from 
Cahuita. His songs are riddled with anecdotes about his 
deprived childhood in poverty stricken Panama and are an 
excellent demonstration of Afro-Caribbean culture.

Like its northerly neighbours in Central America, the marimba is 
a very important instrument in Costa Rican folkloric music. A 
marimba is a percussion instrument that looks very similar to a 
xylophone. It has a series of wooden keys of different sizes that 
are struck with mallets to produce the different notes. Large 
marimbas are played by 3 people at one time in order to carry 
different rhythms, with base, and melody being played together. 
Most of the folk music in Costa Rica is very positive and up 
beat. Groups like Cantares bring authentic Costa Rican folk 
music to the world. Costa Rican folk songs usually cover 
themes such as stories, recipes, nicknames, anecdotes, tongue 
twisters and old customs.
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Costa Rica also has an indigenous folk music tradition with the 
use of ocarinas in ancient ceremonial songs that are still played 
today. The province of Guanacaste is the centre for keeping 
alive the spirit of Costa Rican folk music. Danza del Sol and 
Danza de la Luna are two ceremonial dances that are 
accompanied by the Pre-Columbian instruments known as the 
chirimia and the quijongo.

Younger generations are seemingly more interested in 
Reggaeton which blends urban beats with Jamaican dancehall 
and Latin rhythms to create Spanish-language songs popular 
among the nation's teenagers and dance club regulars. 

Costa Rican men playing a large marimba
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BULLFIGHTING
Bullfighting in Costa Rica is very different from the type of 
traditional and often brutal sport still practiced in Spain and 
Mexico. In Costa Rica the bull is never harmed and it is often 
the humans that end up getting badly injured! A Costa Rican 
bullfight is more similar to a rodeo where montadores (opposed 
to the Spanish matadors) mount the bull and are judged by how 
long they are able to stay on the bull before it throws him off. 
Animal rights activists still oppose the practice because 
although the bull is never seriously or fatally harmed, it is not 
fed for 24 hours to make it more aggressive and tight ropes are 
tied around their stomachs. After the montador has fallen off it 
is customary for spectators to enter the ring, often dressed in 
fancy dress, and perform stunts like trying to flip or dive over 
the charging bull. In this way it is similar to the running of the 
bulls event held in Pamplona in Spain. Unfortunately hundreds 
of people a year are injured and deaths are sadly not 
uncommon. Bullfights take place throughout the year 
culminating in Zapote, a bullfighting festival held in December 
during the Christmas holidays. Although relatively popular in 
Costa Rica, it remains a dangerous and controversial sport.
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FOOTBALL
Football is the nation’s favourite pastime and by far the most 
popular sport. There are public football pitches in most towns 
and cities and a fierce rivalry between the country’s top teams. 
The first division league is called UNAFUT. This is the most 
popular soccer league in Costa Rica and includes the four most 
prominent and popular teams: La Liga Deportiva Alajuenlense, 
Club Sport Herediano, Club Sport Cartagines and Deportivo 
Saprissa. Every major soccer team in Costa Rica has their own 
stadium. The national soccer team, Federación Costarricense 
de Fútbol (affectionately known as La Sele), plays at the 
National Stadium in San Jose’s Sabana Park which was a gift 
to Costa Rica from China. At the 2014 World Cup, Costa Rica’s 
team made it further in the tournament than ever before, 
defeating a number of the top teams in the process. Costa Rica 
has long been considered an exporter of footballers within 
Central America, with 19 players in European professional 
football leagues during 2006.
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The national stadium in San Jose
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SURFING
Surfing is a favourite pastime for many young Costa Ricans, 
especially those living along the Pacific coast. It is especially 
popular along the Nicoya Peninsular where there are a variety 
of small towns that are built around surfing. Costa Rica 
regularly hosts national and international competitions that are 
covered by local media. Playa Hermosa, one of the most 
famous surfing beaches on the Pacific coast hosts a weekly 
local contest. 

OTHER SPORTS
As a nature and outdoor paradise, there are a huge amount of 
adventure sports on offer in Costa Rica. The ubiquitous canopy 
tours (aka zip-lines) are among the most popular as are 
canyoning and rappelling. The Pacuare river offers some of the 
most exciting white water rafting in the world along with the 
Sarapiqui and Toro rivers. Mountain biking has become 
extremely popular with Costa Ricans and there are a number of 
national competitions often held in Guanacaste. Sport fishing 
on the Pacific coast is also popular, especially around the 
Papagayo gulf and Quepos where competitions are often held. 
Tuna, Dorado, Grouper, Amberjack, Wahoo, Blue Marlina and 
others are among the fish that can be caught.
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INTRODUCTION
The food in Costa Rica is exceptionally good due to the huge 
variety of readily available fresh fruit and vegetables. In 
general, traditional Costa Rican fare is quite mild and does not 
have the spice of nearby cuisines such as Mexican. It is quite a 
simple cuisine but nevertheless there are a wide variety of 
different ingredients and dishes that you will come across on 
your trip. Most hotels, towns and urban centres will have 
restaurants that offer many different styles such as Peruvian, 
Chinese and Italian. American style grills and pizza and pasta 
restaurants are also extremely popular. Inexpensive local food 
is best sampled at a Soda, a small and often family run 
restaurant. Sodas can be found all over but are often located 
by the side of the road. These places offer hearty comfort 
cooking, street food and traditional dishes at budget prices. At 
the high end the best restaurants are often located in the 
hotels. One thing for sure is that you won’t go hungry as 
portions are usually extremely generous! Below we will list 
some of the most popular dishes and ingredients you are likely 
to come across during your trip.
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Costa Rica’s ubiquitous national 
dish and one you can’t miss! It is 
quite simply rice and beans and the 
name originates from the speckled 
appearance of the black beans 
against the white rice. Gallo Pinto is 
traditionally a breakfast dish but 
can be eaten throughout the day or 
as a side dish. 

A casado is a plate of typical Costa 
Rican food often sold at Sodas and 
cheaper restaurants. Traditionally it 
includes rice and beans, a salad, 
fried sweet plantains, and a protein 
–  either fish, chicken, pork, or beef. 
Some casados will come with a 
slice of fresh cheese, French fries 
or grilled vegetables. 

Arroz means rice which is a staple 
food in Costa Rica. There are many 
different rice dishes but Arroz con 
Pollo (rice with chicken) is one of 
the most popular. The rice is often 
mixed with annatto (similar to 
saff ron) to g ive i t a ye l low 
appearance. This is a hearty and 
comforting dish.

Gallo Pinto

Casado

Arroz
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Chicharrones are a popular snack 
often served in bars, at parties and 
a t s p e c i a l e v e n t s s u c h a s 
Christmas and town fairs. They are 
fr ied pork r inds, so not the 
healthiest of foods but very well 
loved by locals. There is even an 
annual Chicharrones fair that 
celebrates this popular local dish.

Patacones are made from green 
plantains that are boiled, flattened 
and then fried with a little lime juice 
and salt. They are deliciously sweet 
and crispy and are often served 
with a salsa dip called pica de gallo 
or topped with refried beans or 
avocado. They also make an 
excellent beer snack!

This is a hearty and indulgent beef 
stew packed with lots of different 
vegetables such as potatoes, 
carrots, sweet plantains, yuca and 
whatever is available. This is a 
family favourite in Costa Rica 
especially as beef is not used as 
much in daily cooking as other 
cultures.

Chicharrones

Patacones

Olla de Carne
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A wonderfully healthy soup made 
with black beans, peppers, onions, 
coriander, tomatoes and other 
vegetables. It is eaten on the 
Nicoya Peninsula which is one of 
the global ‘blue zones’ where 
people regularly live past 100! 
Maybe this is part of their secret! A 
great option for veggies too.

While Peru claims to have invented 
this famous dish, it is very popular 
across Latin America with many 
nations coming up with their own 
recipe. The Costa Rican version 
often uses sea bass with red onion, 
peppers, coriander and lime juice. 
Light and fresh this is a fantastic 
dish to taste whilst on the coast.

This is a layered dish usually 
served in bars which is made up of 
rice, black beans, chicharrones, 
avocado and pico de gallo (tomato 
salsa). Served with a slice of lime, 
cheese and crispy torti l la or 
plantain crisps this makes for a 
fantastic beer snack!

Sopa Negra

Ceviche

Chifrijo



COSTA RICA COUNTRY NOTES

COSTA RICA - CUISINE

COSTA RICA CUISINE

68
COSTA RICA CUISINE

The tamale is a corn based dough 
that is a popular staple food all 
across Central America. The Costa 
Rican version comes wrapped in a 
banana or plantain leaf and the 
dough is stuffed with a variety of 
fillings. The tamale is an ancient 
food dating right back to the Maya, 
Aztec civilisations.

This directly translates as rice with 
milk but could be more accurately 
known as a rice pudding. This 
dessert is usually made with salt, 
lemon zest, sugar and a touch of 
cinnamon. 

Tamales

Arroz con leche 

The ubiquitous tres leches is one of 
the most popular desserts you will 
see on many menus in Costa Rica. 
Tres leches translates directly as 
three milks and it is essentially a 
sponge cake that is soaked in three 
different kinds of milk - evaporated, 
condensed and whole. Despite this 
it is surprisingly light!

Tres leches



COSTA RICA COUNTRY NOTES

COSTA RICA - CUISINE

COSTA RICA CUISINE

69
COSTA RICA CUISINE

Flan is another popular dessert in 
Costa Rica that is made up of milk, 
vanilla, sugar and eggs resulting in 
a sort of custard that is cooked in a 
caramel before being chilled in the 
fridge.

This is a staple condiment you will 
find on every table in Costa Rica! 
Developed in 1920, it is a smooth 
light brown sauce that is similar in 
flavour to Worcestershire or HP 
sauce. Some say this is the secret 
ingredient in Gallo Pinto! Love it or 
hate it you definitely won’t be able 
to avoid it!

Costa Rica produces a wide variety 
of artisan cheeses from the waxy 
Monte Rico to Chévre goats 
cheese. Palmito cheese gets its 
name from it’s resemblence to palm 
hearts and is made from whole or 
pasteurized milk, salt, rennet and 
dairy cultures. It is a stringy cheese 
similar in texture to mozzarella.

Flan

Salsa Lizano

Queso Palmito
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Pipa fria means cold coconut water 
and is sold on beaches and small 
roadside fruit and vegetable stands 
particularly on the Caribbean coast. 
The coconuts are kept cold in 
coolers or fridges then sliced open 
for you to drink the ice cold coconut 
water from a straw. The perfect 
refreshment on a hot day!

Directly translate this means toad 
water! However, don’t let this rather 
unappetizing name put you off! The 
drink is actually a sort of lemonade 
made with brown sugar and ginger. 
It originates on the Caribbean coast 
around the city of Limon. Served 
with ice and fresh lemon juice it is 
very refreshing!

Chan is a small black seed similar 
in appearance to chia and similar in 
smell to lavender. This drink is 
made by adding water to the Chan 
seeds that creates a slightly sweet 
and slimy drink. It is said to have 
many health benefits including 
aiding digestion. This is a common 
drink in most Costa Rica homes.

DRINKS - Pipa Fria

Agua de sapo

Chan
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Guaro is Costa Rica’s local spirit. It 
is a clear liquid that is made from 
sugar cane and has a sweet 
flavour. Cheaper than vodka or rum 
it is the spirit of choice in many 
local cocktails. The national brand 
is Cacique which you will see being 
served in most bars.

Like many other tropical countries, 
Costa Rica loves it’s rum! Ron 
Centenario is the local brand here 
which comes in a variety of ages 
from the affordable 5, 7 and 9 years 
up to the special edition 30 year 
bottles! Delicious drunk as a shot, 
over ice or with a mixer.

Imperial is the local beer of choice 
along with Pilsen. As with many hot 
countries the beer in Costa Rica is 
mainly light larger although some 
craft beers can be found in the 
Central Valley. The ubiquitous 
Imperial tastes similar to Budweiser 
or any other light larger! Perfect 
served ice cold on the beach.

Guaro

Ron Centenario

Imperial
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INTRODUCTION
Coffee cultivation and production has played a key role in 
Costa Rica's history and continues to be important to the 
country's economy. Referred to as the grano de oro (golden 
bean) coffee has become one of Costa Rica’s major exports 
and it is known around the world for it’s fantastic quality. Coffee 
production in Costa Rica dates back to the 18th century when it 
was first introduced. As coffee production was so successful 
the government at the time handed out plots of land to anyone 
who wanted to cultivate it in order to boost the economy. Costa 
Rican coffee was first shipped to England in 1843 and since 
then production skyrocketed. The largest growing areas are in 
the provinces of San José, Alajuela, Heredia, Puntarenas, and 
Cartago which makes up the Central Valley. This area provides 
the perfect elevation and climate for growing along with fertile 
volcanic soil. Coffee production still plays a vital role in Costa 
Rica’s economy employing 52,000 people throughout the 
country. Coffee beans are mostly picked by hand by trained 
pickers. The beans are then taken at the end of the day to the 
beneficio (the processing plant). Costa Rica is now the 13th 
largest producer of coffee in the world with around 1.5 million 
bags every year. Ninety percent of it is exported and the 
revenue counts for around 11% of Costa Rica’s export 
earnings. Almost all farmers are fairly small scale and play a 
large part in production. Costa Rican coffee is known for its 
mild and very slightly acidic flavour. Visiting a coffee plantation 
is an excellent way for coffee connoisseurs to learn more about 
how coffee is produced, experience a tasting and buy some to 
take home. In most cases your coffee tour will already be 
booked with us, but we offer below some of our most 
recommended coffee plantation tours. 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FINCA ROSA BLANCA
Finca Rosa Blanca is a coffee plantation that also has it’s own 
boutique guest house. Tours of the plantation are available 
exclusively for guests of the hotel and we highly recommend 
both! Finca Rosa Blanca coffee is distinct from some of the 
other bigger brands as it is a small scale, organic and shade 
grown operation. The farm is certified by rainforest alliance and 
Costa Rica’s national institute of coffee. The coffee is not yet 
exported but sold widely within Costa Rica. This is very much a 
boutique plantation and one that we can highly recommend.

DOKA 
The Doka Estate is situated Sabanilla, Alajuela, along the fertile 
slopes of the Poas Volcano. It has been in the Vargas family 
since 1940 and they have been growing and roasting award-
winning coffee for three generations. The tour here includes a 
visit to the plantation, the processing plant and then the 
roasting facility. The Tres Generaciones cafe is a nice place for 
a tasting! 
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BRITT 
Britt is the largest producer of coffee in Costa Rica and you will 
see their coffee sold in their Britt stores at the airport and in 
most of the hotels. The Britt farm is considered one of the 
countries premier producers and exporters and dates right back 
to the 18th century when coffee was first cultivated in Costa 
Rica.

DON JUAN MONTEVERDE
Don Juan is famous in Monteverde for their fantastic chocolate 
but the farm also produces coffee. This is a small plantation 
situated just outside of Santa Elena town. Tours here usually 
also include a look at their chocolate and sugar production 
processes too. 
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FLORA
An eco-tourism heaven, Costa Rica has long been famous as a 
natural paradise. Incredibly, this tiny country contains five 
percent of the world’s total biodiversity. Due to it’s geographical 
location and varied topography there are a variety of different 
habitats and microclimates where plants and wildlife have 
thrived. Even more amazingly, Costa Rica has more plant 
species than the whole of Europe combined! This includes a 
massive 1400 species of orchid, 12,000 vascular plants, 9000 
species of higher plants, 800 species of fern, 30 species of 
heliconias, bromeliads, trees, fruits and more. Vibrantly 
coloured and ranging from the miniature to the gigantic, Costa 
Rica’s flora is some of the most beautiful found anywhere in the 
world.
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Guaria Morada Orchid - the national flower of Costa Rica
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ENDANGERED SPECIES
Costa Rica’s outstanding natural landscape coupled with it’s 
extensive program of national parks and protected land make it 
a suitable habitat for a wide variety of wildlife including many 
endangered species. Perhaps the most famous is the sea 
turtles that can be seen coming ashore to lay their eggs on 
both the Caribbean and Pacific Coasts. The most famous site, 
however, is at Tortuguero in the north eastern corner of the 
country. Tortuguero National Park is where the annual nesting 
of the endangered green turtle takes place between July and 
October. This is the most important nesting site for the species 
on the planet and is heavily protected. Giant leatherback, 
hawksbill, and loggerhead turtles also nest there. The nesting 
takes place at night and tours to see the turtles are possible 
during those months.
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Sea turtle on Tortuguero Beach
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Another endangered species is the magnificent Resplendent 
Quetzal, a beautiful bird that is high on the list of many bird 
watchers and naturalists. Whilst rare, sightings are not 
uncommon especially in Monteverde and other higher altitude 
cloud forest regions. The Scarlet Macaw is another iconic bird 
that is under threat mostly due to trapping for the pet trade. The 
Osa Peninsular, however, supports one of the last remaining 
healthy populations of Scarlet Macaws and it is a wonderful 
sight to see them flying free as they should be.

The Osa Peninsular and Corcovado National Park in particular 
also supports a healthy population of the Baird’s Tapir, a 
curious looking creature that is all but extinct throughout the 
rest of Central and South America. Jaguars can also be found 
in Costa Rica but sightings are extremely rare. The threatened 
Manatee can be found in the canals of Tortuguero although 
they are extremely elusive.
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Baird’s Tapir
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RAINFOREST
Much of Costa Rica’s world leading biodiversity is due to its 
rainforests. Rainforests are home to over half of all living 
species on earth. Rainforests are characterised by high levels 
of precipitation, humidity and constant warm temperatures. 
They can be found all over Costa Rica along the Caribbean 
coast, the Southern Pacific lowlands, and the northern regions 
of the country. The most impressive areas of primary rainforest, 
however, can be found on the remote Osa Peninsular.

CLOUD FOREST
Cloud Forests are similar to Rainforests except only occur at 
higher altitudes when warm air rises and condenses to form 
clouds. Constantly shrouded in mist, these forests can be found 
around the volcanoes and in Costa Rica’s highland areas. The 
most famous cloud forest is Monteverde, but there are others in 
the Central Valley such as Braulio Carrillo National Park and 
Los Angeles Cloud Forest Reserve. Cloud forests are home to 
plants such as mosses, ferns, bromeliads and orchids. They 
are also good areas for coffee and chocolate plantations.
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TROPICAL DRY FOREST
Tropical dry forests are much rarer in Costa Rica and mainly 
confined to the northern region of Guanacaste and Pacific 
coastal lowlands. These forests receive very little rain, 
especially during the 6 month dry season, and are threatened 
by forest fires. Tropical dry forests have fewer species of plants 
and animals than rainforests but they are home to the 
Guanacaste tree, which is the national tree of Costa Rica.

MANGROVES
Mangrove forests can be found anywhere where there is 
brackish water in lowland areas where rivers and streams meet 
the sea. There are 5 species of mangrove tree in Costa Rica 
the most common of which are black, white and red. 
Mangroves are fantastic habitats for marine birds as well as 
sloths, anteaters, monkeys, caiman and other wildlife. The 
biggest mangrove swamp in the country is just north of the Osa 
Peninsular around sierpe.

REEFS
Coral reefs in Costa Rica are unfortunately not much of an 
attraction when compared to their Central American 
neighbours. The heavy surf and shifting sand does not create 
the perfect environment for corals. The best reefs, however, are 
found on the Caribbean coast around Cahuita national park 
and the Gandoca Manzanillo wildlife reserve. These reefs are 
small but harbour at least 100 different species of fish and coral 
making them nice spots for snorkeling or diving. Another good 
spot for diving or snorkeling is the remote Caño Island found 
just off the coast of the Osa Peninsular.
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LAND MAMMALS
Sloths

Howler Monkey
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THE FOLLOWING PAGES ARE DESIGNED AS A VERY BRIEF 
OVERVIEW OF COSTA RICA’S BIRDS AND WILDLIFE. 

PLEASE REFER TO OUR RECOMMENDED READING LIST 
FOR BOOKS THAT CAN OFFER A MORE IN DEPTH INSIGHT.

Sloths are by far Costa Rica’s most 
beloved animal! There are two 
species found in Costa Rica, the 
three toed and two toed. They can 
be found throughout the country but 
are often spotted in Manuel Antonio 
national park hanging from the 
trees above.

The distinctive howl from the male 
howler monkeys is one of the 
loudest sounds of the rainforest. 
Apparently it can be heard up to a 
mile away. These noisy monkeys 
are quite common and can be 
found all over the country.
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These mischievous, inquisitive, 
fearless and sometimes slightly 
aggressive monkeys can be found 
all over the country and will often 
try to steal your lunch on the beach 
in Manuel Antonio national park. 
They have a prehensile tail that 
helps them to swing through the 
trees.

The squirrel monkey is the smallest 
species of monkey in Costa Rica 
and arguably the cutest! They can 
only be found in the southern part 
of the country along the pacific 
lowlands. They are usually found in 
small to medium size troops and 
can be spotted in Manuel Antonio 
and the Osa Peninsular.

Spider monkeys are the most 
nimble of the four species found in 
Costa Rica. Their long limbs and 
even longer prehensile tail enable 
them to fly through the forest 
canopy at great speed. These 
monkeys can be found all over the 
country but tend to stay high off the 
ground in the canopy.

White Faced Capuchin Monkey

Squirrel Monkey

Spider Monkey
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A member of the raccoon family, 
the white nosed coatimundi (or 
coati for short) is extremely 
common in Costa Rica and can be 
seen in any wooded habitat. This 
inquisitive and social creature is 
very adaptive and comfortable both 
climbing among the treetops and on 
the ground. 

Somewhat related to pigs, the small 
collared peccary can be found all 
over Costa Rica in many different 
forest habitats. They are quite small 
in stature with slender legs and 
small tusks. They are considered 
foragers and eat a wide variety of 
plants and fruit.

The Baird’s Tapir is the largest of 
the Latin American tapir species 
and is usually very shy and 
evasive. These intriguing animals 
are considered endangered but 
there is a healthy population in 
Corcovado national park on the 
Osa Peninsular, especially around 
La Sirena ranger station.

Coatimundi

Peccary

Baird’s Tapir



COSTA RICA COUNTRY NOTES

COSTA RICA - WILDLIFE GUIDE

COSTA RICA WILDLIFE

83
COSTA RICA WILDLIFE

The Jaguar is the biggest and 
undisputed king of Costa Rica’s big 
cats. It is also, however, extremely 
rare and chances of seeing one are 
next to none. Corcovado national 
park on the Osa Peninsular is 
where you will have the best 
chance but you would still have to 
be extremely lucky!

Another one of Costa Rica’s big 
cats, these beautiful creatures are 
about double the size of a domestic 
house cat and smaller only than the 
puma and jaguar. Although not 
endangered in Costa Rica they can 
be difficult to spot as they like to 
hide in dense vegetation and are 
mostly nocturnal.

This is one of three species of 
Anteater found in Costa Rica. They 
are medium sized with a long 
s n o u t , s h a r p c l a w s a n d a 
prehensile tail. They are quite 
widespread in Costa Rica but 
mainly found in lowland areas. 
They are active at both day and 
night.

Jaguar

Margay

Northern Tamandua (Lesser Anteater)
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The most beautiful bird in Costa 
Rica and top of many birders list. 
These magnificent creatures reside 
at h igher e levat ions usual ly 
between 1300m and 3000m. They 
feed on avocado and fig trees and 
can be up to a metre long. The best 
time to see them is between 
February and May.

Unfortunately the scarlet macaw is 
endangered but healthy populations 
exist in the Osa Peninsular and 
Carara nat ional park. These 
extraordinary birds mate for life and 
can be seen flying around in pairs. 
They can live up to 50 years and 
their beautifully coloured feathers 
are a sight to behold.

The toucan is one of the most 
recognisable birds of Costa Rica 
but there are actually six different 
species. The most common is the 
Keel Billed toucan. These striking 
tropical birds have huge colourful 
beaks and a very recognisable 
song.

BIRDS - Resplendent Quetzal

Scarlet Macaw

Toucan
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Globally there are 341 different 
species of hummingbird and over 
50 of these can be found in Costa 
Rica. These incredible jewels of the 
forest can fly at speeds of up to 60 
miles an hour. They come in a 
variety of bright and reflective 
colours and are usually found at 
higher elevations.

There are six different species of 
mot mot found in Costa Rica. The 
two most common are the turquoise 
browed and blue crowned mot mots 
of which the blue crowned is the 
easiest to see. Mot mots are 
distinct by their racket shaped tails 
and unusual feathers. They are 
usually seen in lowland forests.

There are three types of vulture in 
Costa Rica, the black vulture, 
turkey vulture and king vulture. 
Black and turkey vultures are very 
common and you will see them as 
you drive around the country. The 
king vulture is the rarest but the 
most striking with their multi-
coloured heads. 

Hummingbirds

Mot-Mots

King Vultures
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The green iguana is the largest 
species of lizard in Central America 
and extremely common in Costa 
Rica. They can grow up to an 
enormous 2 metres long and range 
in colours from a gray or dark green 
to reddish and bright green. These 
impressive creatures are herbivores 
feeding on shoots and leaves. 

Perhaps the animal after a sloth 
that is most commonly associated 
with Costa Rica, the striking red-
eyed tree frog with it’s green body, 
orange feet and bright red eyes can 
be found all over the country except 
the north west which is too dry. 
They can be hard to spot as they 
are surprisingly well camouflaged.

There are seven species of poison 
dart frog in Costa Rica of which the 
most common are the blue jeans 
and strawberry. These frogs are 
tiny and used to be used to poison 
the head of arrows when hunting. 
However, their poison is not lethal 
to humans. They are mainly found 
along Caribbean coast.

REPTILES, INSECTS & FROGS - Green Iguana

Red-Eyed Tree Frog

Poison Dark Frog
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There are 137 species of snake in 
Costa Rica, 22 of which are 
venomous. Most of these are in the 
viper family. The most dangerous of 
these is the Fer de Lance that can 
be found all over the country. When 
hiking respect the limits of the trail 
and look before you grab onto any 
vines.

This huge crocodile can grow up to 
5 metres in length. They can be 
found in large rivers, streams, 
swamps and estuaries. They can 
tolerate salt water so may be found 
in mangroves and around river 
mouths. Dozens of them can be 
seen from the bridge over the 
Tárcoles river on the pacific coast.

The spectacled caiman is the only 
other species of crocodile in Costa 
Rica and considerably smaller and 
more slender than the American 
crocodile. It is also more common 
and can be found in streams, rivers, 
marshes, canals, swamps and 
humid areas. Their heads can often 
be seen just above the water.

Fer de Lance Viper

American Crocodiles

Spectacled Caiman
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These fascinating insects can be 
found all over the country living in 
huge colonies of up to 5 million 
ants. With millions of “soldiers” all 
serving the queen, these intelligent 
creatures have evolved a complex 
and intricate society. They are very 
resilient and have survived for tens 
of millions of years.

Costa Rica is home to 1251 
species of butterfly and 8000 
species of moth! Of all of these the 
blue morpho is perhaps the most 
recognisable and most loved. It’s 
brilliant blue colour and unique 
flight pattern sets it apart. They can 
be found throughout the country.

This big, hairy and intimidating 
spider is fairly common throughout 
the country and most active at 
night. It is known to feed on pray as 
large as mice but it is completely 
harmless to humans. They can be 
found under tree bark or burrows in 
the ground. Night walks present the 
best opportunity to see one.

Leaf Cutter Ants

Blue Morpho Butterfly

Costa Rican Red Tarantula
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Up to 40 species of dolphin can be 
spotted in Costa Rican waters. 
These playful animals will often 
accompany you on a boat trip and 
are regularly seen in the Gulfo 
Dulce, around the Osa Peninsular 
and all along the pacific coast.

These small, freshwater turtles can 
be found in many rivers and 
streams sitting on a log with their 
long and beautifully coloured necks 
outstretched. They are much 
smaller in size than the various 
species of sea turtle and can live 
between 25 and 65 years. 

The green sea turtle is another one 
of Costa Rica’s most famous 
animals and one of four species of 
sea turtle found in the country. They 
come ashore each year en masse 
in Tortuguero to lay their eggs 
between July and October. This is 
the most important nesting site for 
the species worldwide.

MARINE ANIMALS - Dolphins

River Turtle

Green Sea Turtle
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The Olive Ridley turtle is the 
smallest turtle in Costa Rica 
measuring between 55 - 75 cm. It is 
only found on the pacific coast 
around the beaches of Guanacaste, 
particular Playa Ostional. Olive 
Ridleys perform an arribada, a 
mass arrival of turtles to the beach 
to nest in September and October.

The leatherback turtle is the largest, 
turtle in the world and easily one of 
the most impressive. It is called a 
leatherback due to its leathery shell 
with deep ridges. They can grow up 
to 2.5 metres long and weigh as 
much as 1 ton! They can be found 
on both Caribbean and Pacific 
beaches.

There are many different species of 
migrating whales that pass by the 
Pacific coast of Costa Rica 
including Orca, blue whale and 
s p e r m w h a l e . H u m p b a c k s , 
however, are the most common, 
especially around Marino Ballena 
National Park. The best time is from 
August to December.

Olive Ridley Turtle

Leatherback Turtle

Humpback Whale
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THE TICOS: CULTURE AND SOCIAL CHANGE 
IN COSTA RICA - Mavis, Karen & Richard 
Biesanz 
 
A thorough look at the history, politics, economic 
development, society and culture of Costa Rica. 
Fairly formal in style but very informative and a 
fantastic introduction to Costa Rica. 

THE COSTA RICA READER - Ivan Molina, 
Steven Palmer 
 
A wide selection of collected newspaper 
accounts, histories, petitions, memoirs, poems 
and essays by Costa Rican writers translated to 
English. Great to get a flavour of Costa Rica 
society. A good one to dip in and out of. 

SOME OF OUR FAVOURITE READS
Costa Rica has a relatively small literary output when 
compared to other countries in Latin America, and most of 
Costa Rica’s most famous books are difficult to find in an 
English translation. Nevertheless here is a small selection of 
interesting titles that are worth reading ahead of a trip to Costa 
Rica.
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COSTA RICA: A TRAVELER’S LITERARY 
COMPANION - Barbara Ras (editor) 
 
A collection of short stories by Costa Rican 
authors translated into English. Usefully 
organised into different regions, this thoughtful 
collection really brings the country to life!

MONKEYS ARE MADE OF CHOCOLATE: 
EXOTIC AND UNSEEN COSTA RICA - Jack 
Ewing  
 
A collection of Jack Ewing’s stories and essays 
on nature, environmentalism, wildlife and 
conservation. Praised highly for his writing and 
story-telling, this is an easily accessible and 
fascinating read.

TROPICAL NATURE - Adrian Forsyth, Ken 
Miyata  
 
17 lively essays on tropical biology and first 
hand experiences by two field biologists who 
spent some time in the rainforests of Costa Rica. 
Essential reading for science buffs!

MAMITA YUNAI - Carlos Luis Fallas 
 
Whilst difficult to find in English translation, this 
classic of Costa Rica literature looks at the 
impact of the United Fruit corporation on the 
country. 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NATIONAL PARKS OF COSTA RICA  - Gregory 
Basco (photographer) Robin Kazmier (author) 
 
This recent photo book published in 2015 
contains the stunning photography of Gregory 
Basco and informative text by Robin Jazmier.  
Very well presented - a good coffee table book.

JURASSIC PARK & THE LOST WORLD - 
Michael Crichton  
 
For a more unusual suggestion try the 
internationally famous Jurassic Park. Whilst the 
blockbuster was filmed in Hawaii, Crichton 
based his original novel on Costa Rica and the 
powerful imagery is very true to life.

THE BIRDS OF COSTA RICA - Richard 
Garrigues & Robert Dean  
 
This recently published field guide (2014) is 
getting rave reviews in the birding community. It 
covers all 903 species with identifying pictures 
and accompanying text. An essential companion 
for fans of Costa Rica’s exotic bird life.

AND WE SOLD THE RAIN - Rosario Santos 
(editor) 
 
A more general anthology of translated short 
stories from Central America as a whole.  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EL CAMINO (THE PATH) Director: Ishtar Yasin 
Gutiérrez  
 
This debut film by half Iraqi, half Costa Rican 
director was screened at the Berlin film festival 
and met with a good reception. It is the story of 
two Nicaraguan children who travel to Costa 
Rica in search of their mother

OF LOVE AND OTHER DEMONS Director: 
Hilda Hidalgo  
 
This is a film adaption of Gabriel Garcia 
Marquez’s famous book of the same name by a 
Costa Rican director. While it departs from the 
book a little the film was generally considered a 
successful adaptation of this unsettling story.

COLD WATER OF THE SEA Director: Paz 
Fabrega  
 
Winning several international film festival prizes, 
this touching story set on a remote Costa Rican 
beach is another debut by Costa Rican director 
Paz Fabrega 

Costa Rica’s film industry is a young one and fairly little known 
outside of the country. It is a growing industry, however, and a 
few young directors are starting to attract international interest. 
Below are a few notable titles that have been greeted with 
good reviews.
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Costa Rica has many different idiosyncratic  words and phrases 
not found or used in any other part of Latin America. Many of 
these have become national slogans and you will see them 
written on t-shirts in many of the gift shops. Below are a few 
useful local phrases you are likely to hear on your trip to Costa 
Rica. For a full Spanish language guide see the next section.  

- Pura Vida!   =  This phrase is unavoidable in Costa Rica and 
has become the country’s unofficial motto. You are 
guaranteed to hear this every day! Literally translated as “pure 
life” it is used for everything from a greeting, to an affirmation, 
an answer to “how are you”, a way of saying “thank you” or 
you’re welcome” and many more. Some say it symbolises and 
encapsulates the Costa Rican relaxed way of life.
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- Mae              =   Also a very frequently used word, it is way of 
saying “man” or “dude” among friends, or it can refer to any 
person.

- Tico/Tica     =  This is what Costa Rican’s use to refer to 
themselves. A tico is a Costa Rican man and a tica is a Costa 
Rican woman.

- Más tico que el gallo pinto  =  Gallo pinto means spotted 
rooster, but in Costa Rica it is the name of the national dish of 
rice and black beans that is usually eaten for breakfast. 
Therefore this phrase literally translates as “more Costa Rican 
than spotted rooster” which means something that is very 
Costa Rican. An example would be “he has lived in Costa 
Rica for 15 years now, he is más tico que el gallo pinto.

- Tuanis  =  This phrase means cool, nice or awesome and is 
said to originate from the English phrase “too nice.”

- Brete    =  Costa Rican word for “work” or “job”, a commonly 
used phrase is mucho brete meaning lots of work

- Buena/mala nota  =  This literally translates to a “good (or 
bad) note” but is used to indicate a job done well or done 
poorly. It is also used to describe a person’s character as 
good or bad.

- Suave un toque   =  This means “hang on a sec” or “hold on 
a sec” suave is also used on its own to mean “easy”, “relax” or 
“slow down”
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- Zarpe  =  This means the “last round” or a “nightcap” and is 
an important social custom in Costa Rica

- Vara  =  A word that means “thing” or “stuff” on it’s own but is 
used in many different ways and expressions. For example 
¿Qué es la vara? means what’s the deal or what’s going on, 
Tumba la vara means calm down or drop it and Toda esa vara 
means all that stuff.

- Qué torta  =  This means “what a mess” or “what a screw-up”

- Tranquillo  =  This literally means “calm” but is used widely in 
Costa Rica to mean chilled, relaxed, or as a way of saying 
calm down.

- Estar de goma  =  To have a hangover 

- Una teja  =  Teja literally means tile, but in Costa Rica this 
refers to 100 of the Costa Rican currency colones but can 
also refer to 100 of anything. For example if someone tells 
you a restaurant is “una teja” and then left, that’s 100 metres 
then left. It can also be used to refer to a person who is very 
nice.

- Que pega  =  This phrase literally translates as “what a stick” 
but is used to refer to someone or something that is very 
annoying.

- Chunche  =  This word doesn’t mean anything in particular, 
but refers to a ’thing’. Could be translated as “thingamajig” 
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- Diay  =  This is another word that has a huge amount of 
meanings. It can be used as a filler word such as “hey” or 
“well” or it can mean “obviously”, “what happened” or “what 
can be done”.

- Salado  =  This literally translates as “salted” but is used in 
Costa Rica to mean “tough luck” or “too bad”.

- Detras del palo  =  This literally means behind the tree, but 
when someone says it in Costa Rica it means they are not 
familiar with the topic you are asking about. If you say estoy 
detras del palo it means “I don’t know what you are talking 
about.”

- Mejenga  =  Costa Rican’s love football and this is the word 
for a friendly, informal game of football (or soccer if you are 
from the states!)

- Va jalando  =  This translates literally as “go pulling” but is 
used in Costa Rica to say someone is leaving or “go away” or 
“get lost”.

- Upe  =  This is a friendly way to announce yourself when you 
arrive at someone’s house. It is similar to saying something 
like “hello, anyone at home.”

- Que camote  =  Literally meaning “what a yam” this phrase is 
used to refer to something that is crazy.

- Qu chiva  =  Chiva literally means a female goat, but in this 
form means “how cool” or “awesome”.
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Spanish is one of the world’s most widely spoken 
languages and there are many different dialects, accents 
and colloquialisms. The guide below is a general outline of 
basic terms that will be understood wherever you are. For 
a more specific look at useful local phrases for the 
destination you are visiting please refer to the local words 
and phrases guide. 



COSTA RICA COUNTRY NOTES

SPANISH - LANGUAGE

- Good morning =  Buenos días (BWEH-nohs DEE-ahs)

- Good afternoon =  Buenas tardes (BWEH-nahs TAR-dehs)

- Good evening =  Buenas noches (BWEH-nahs NOH-chehs)

- Hello (informal) =  Hola (OH-lah)  

- How are you? =  ¿Cómo estás? (KOH-moh ehs-TAHS?)

- Fine, thank you          =  Muy bien, gracias (MOO-ee byehn, 
GRAH-syahs)

- What is your name? =  ¿Cómo te llamas? (KOH-moh TAY YAH-
mahs?) 

- My name is...              =  Me llamo... (MEH YAH-moh ...)

- Nice to meet you. =  Encantado/a (ehn-kahn-TAH-doh/ehn-
kahn-TAH-dah)

- Please. =  Por favor (POHR fah-BOHR)

- Thank you. =  Gracias (GRAH-syahs)

- You're welcome. =  De nada (DAY NAH-dah)

- Yes. =  Sí (SEE)

- No. =  No (NOH)

- Excuse me (getting attention) = Disculpe (dees-KOOL-peh) 

SPANISH
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- Excuse me (begging pardon)  =  Perdone (pehr-DOHN-eh)

- I’m sorry   =  Lo siento / perdón(LOH SYEHN-toh / pehr-DOHN)

- Goodbye   =  Adiós (ah-DYOHS)

- Goodbye (informal) =  Hasta luego (AHS-tah LWEH-goh) 

- I can't speak Spanish very well  =  No hablo bien español (noh 
AH-bloh (bee-ehn) ehs-pah-NYOHL

- Do you speak English? =  ¿Hablas inglés? (AH-blahs een-GLEHS?)

- Is there someone here who speaks English? =  ¿Hay alguien 
que hable inglés? (I ahl-GYEHN keh AH-bleh een-GLEHS?)

- Help!          =  ¡Ayuda! (ah-YOO-dah!)

- I don't understand.   =  No entiendo (NOH ehn-TYEHN-doh)

- Could you repeat it please?  =  ¿Podría repetirlo por favor? (poh-
DREE-ah oos-TEHD reh-peh-TEER-loh pohr fah-BOHR?)

- Where is the toilet?   =  ¿Dónde está el baño? (DOHN-deh ehss-
TAH EHL BAH-nyoh?)

- I am                       =  Soy

- I am from               =  Soy de

- England/English    =  Inglaterra/Inglés

- France/French       =  Francia/Francés/Francesa

- United States         =  Estados Unidos 

SPANISH
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- I need help =  Necesito ayuda. (neh-seh-SEE-toh ah-YOO-dah) 

- It's an emergency.  = Es una emergencia. (ehs OO-nah eh-mehr-
HEHN-syah)

- I'm lost.   =  Estoy perdido/a (ehs-TOY pehr-DEE-doh/dah)

- I lost my wallet  =  Perdí la cartera/billetera. (pehr-DEE lah kahr-
TEH-rah / bee-yeh-TEH-rah)

- I lost my purse/handbag  =  Perdí mi bolsa/bolso/cartera. (pehr-DEE 
mee BOHL-sah / BOHL-soh / kahr-TEH-rah)

- I’m sick   =   Estoy enfermo/a. (ehs-TOY ehn-FEHR-moh/mah)

- I need a doctor   =   Necesito un médico. (neh-seh-SEE-toh OON 
MEH-dee-coh)

- Can I use your phone? =  ¿Puedo usar su teléfono? (PWEH-doh 
oo-SAHR soo teh-LEH-foh-noh?)

- I need to call the embassy =  Necesito llamar a la embajada (neh-
seh-SEE-toh yah-MAHR ah lah em-bah-HAH-dah) 

SPANISH
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ASKING FOR HELP

- Germany/German    =  Alemania/ Alemán / Alemana
- Canada/Canadian    =  Canadá/Canadiense
- Australia/Australian  =  Australia/Australiano/Australiana
- Scotland/Scottish     =  Escocia/Escosés/Escocesa
- Wales/Welsh            =  Gales/Galés/Galesa
- Ireland/Irish              =  Irlanda/Irlandés/Irlandesa
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1 =  uno (OO-noh)

2 =  dos (dohs)

3 =  tres (trehs)

4 =  cuatro (KWAH-troh)

5 =  cinco (SEEN-koh)

6 =  seis (SEH_ees)

7 =  siete (see-EH-teh)

8 =  ocho (OH-choh)

9 =  nueve (noo-EH-beh)

10 =  diez (dee-EHS) 

11 =  once (OHN-seh) 

12 =  doce (DOH-seh) 

13 =  trece (TREH-seh) 

14 =  catorce (kah-TOHR-seh) 

15 =  quince (KEEN-seh)

16 =  dieciséis (dee-EH-see-SEH-ees)

17 =  diecisiete (dee-EH-see-see-EH-teh)  

18 =  dieciocho (dee-EH-see-OH-choh) 

19 =  diecinueve (dee-EH-see-NOO-EH-beh) 

20 =  veinte (VAIN-teh)  

21 =  veintiuno (VAIN-tee-OO-noh) 

SPANISH
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22 =  veintidós (VAIN-tee-DOHS)

23 =  veintitrés (VAIN-tee-TREHS)

30 =  treinta (TRAIN-tah)

40 =  cuarenta (kwah-REHN-tah)

50 =  cincuenta (seen-KWEHN-tah)

60 =  sesenta (seh-SEHN-tah)

70 =  setenta (seh-TEHN-tah) 

80 =  ochenta (oh-CHEHN-tah)

90 =  noventa (noh-BEHN-tah  

100 =  cien (see-EHN)  

200 =  doscientos (dohs-see-EHN-tohs)

300 =   trescientos (trehs-see-EHN-tohs)

500 =  quinientos (kee-nee-EHN-tohs)

1000 =  mil (MEEL)

2000 =  dos mil (dohs MEEL)

1,000,000 =  un millón (oon mee-YOHN) 

 
- half =  medio (MEH-dyoh)
- less =  menos (MEH-nohs)
- more =  más (MAHS)

SPANISH

104
SPANISH



COSTA RICA COUNTRY NOTES

SPANISH - LANGUAGE

- now =  ahora (ah-OH-rah)
- later =  después (dehs-PWEHS)
- earlier =  más temprano (mAHS temp-RAH-no)
- morning =  mañana (mah-NYAH-nah)
- afternoon =  tarde (TAHR-deh)
- evening =  noche (NOH-cheh) 
- night =  noche (NOH-cheh)

- one o'clock AM =  la una de la madrugada (lah OOH-nah deh 
lah mah-droo-GAH-dah)/la una de la mañana (lah OOH-nah deh lah 
mah-NYAH-nah)
- two o'clock AM =  las dos de la madrugada (lahs DOHS deh 
lah mah-droo-GAH-dah)/las dos de la mañana (lahss DOHS deh lah 
mah-NYAH-nah)
- ten o'clock AM   =  las diez de la mañana (lahs dee-EHS deh 
lah mah-NYAH-nah)
- noon =  mediodía (meh-dee-oh-DEE-ah)/las doce 
de la mañana (lahs DOH-seh deh lah mah-NYAH-nah)
- one o’clock PM =  la una de la tarde (lah OOH-nah deh lah 
TAHR-deh)
- two o'clock PM =  las dos de la tarde (lahs DOHS deh lah 
TAHR-deh)
- ten o'clock PM =  las diez de la noche (lahs dee-EHS deh lah 
NOH-cheh)
- midnight = medianoche (meh-dee-yah-NOH-cheh)/las 
doce de la noche (lahs DOH-seh deh lah NOH-cheh)
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When speaking, times are given in AM/PM form (but saying de la 
mañana (morning), de la tarde (afternoon), de la noche (evening/
night) or de la madrugada (late night) to distinguish between AM and 
PM. Rarely do Spanish speakers use the 24-hour system in 
conversation.
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- black =  negro (NEH-groh)

- white =  blanco (BLAHN-koh)

- gray =  gris (GREES)

- red =  rojo (ROH-hoh)

- blue                =  azul (ah-SOOL)

- yellow =  amarillo (ah-mah-REE-yoh)

- green =  verde (BEHR-deh)

- orange =  naranja (nah-RAHN-hah)

- purple =  púrpura (POOR-poo-rah) or morado (moh-RAH-
doh) or violeta (vee-oh-LEH-tah)

- pink =  rosa (ROH-sah)

- brown (used to describe color of objects) = marrón (mahr-ROHN)
- brown (used mostly for skin color, clothing and fabric) = café (kah-

FEH)
- brown (used primarily for skin color, eye color and hair color) = 
castaño (kahs-TAH-nyoh)
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- today =  hoy (oy)
- yesterday =  ayer (ah-YEHR)
- tomorrow =  mañana (mah-NYAH-nah)
- this week =  esta semana (EHS-tah seh-MAH-nah)
- last week =  la semana pasada (lah seh-MAH-nah pah-SAH-
dah)

- next week       =  la semana que viene (lah seh-MAH-nah keh BYEH-
neh)

- Sunday =  domingo (doh-MEENG-goh)
- Monday =  lunes (LOO-nehs)
- Tuesday =  martes (MAHR-tehs)
- Wednesday =  miércoles (MYEHR-koh-lehs)
- Thursday =  jueves (WEH-vehs)
- Friday =  viernes (VYEHR-nehs)
- Saturday =  sábado (SAH-bah-doh)

- January =  enero (eh-NEH-roh)
- February =  febrero (feh-BREH-roh)
- March =  marzo (MAR-soh)
- April =  abril (ah-BREEL)
- May =  mayo (MAH-joh)
- June =  junio (HOO-nyoh)
- July =  julio (HOO-lyoh)
- August =  agosto (ah-GOHS-toh)
- September =  septiembre (sehp-TYEHM-breh)
- October =  octubre (ohk-TOO-breh)
- November =  noviembre (noh-VYEHM-breh)
- December =  diciembre (dee-SYEHM-breh)
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- How much is a ticket to...? = ¿Cuánto cuesta un billete (Spain) / 
pasaje (South America) a...? (KWAHN-toh KWEHS-tah oon beeh-
YEH-teh/pah-SAH-heh)

- One ticket to..., please. =  Un boleto/pasaje a ..., por favor. 
(oon boh-LEH-toh/pah-SAH-heh ah..., pohr fah-BOHR.)

- Where does this train/bus go? =  ¿A donde va este tren/autobús? 
(ah DOHN-deh bah EHS-teh trehn/ ow-toh-BOOS?)

- Where is the train/bus to...? =  ¿Donde está el tren/autobús 
hacia...? (DOHN-deh ehs-TAH ehl trehn/ ow-toh-BOOS ah-syah...?)

- Does this train/bus stop in...? =  ¿Este tren/autobús para en...? 
(seh PAH-rah EHS-teh trehn/ow-toh-BOOS ehn...?)

- When does the train/bus for... leave?  =  ¿Cuándo sale el tren/
autobús para...? (KWAHN-doh AH-seh ehl trehn/ow-toh-BOOS PAH-
rah...deh-PAHR-tah?) 

- When will this train/bus arrive in...? =  ¿Cuándo llegará este tren/
autobús a ...? (KWAHN-doh yeh-gah-RAH EHS-teh trehn/ow-toh-
BOOS ah...?)  

- How do I get to...? =  ¿Cómo puedo llegar a...? (KOH-moh 
PWEH-doh yeh-GAHR ah...?) 

-…the train station? =...la estación de tren? (....lah ehs-tah-
SYOHN deh trehn?)

-…the bus station? =...la estación de autobuses? (....lah ehs-tah-
SYOHN deh ow-toh-BOO-sehs?)
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...the airport?              =...al aeropuerto? (ehl ah-eh-roh-PWEHR-toh?) 

-...downtown?             =...al centro? (ahl SEHN-troh?)

-...the hotel?                =...el hotel? (ehl oh-TEHL?)

- Where are there a lot of… =  ¿Dónde hay muchos... (DOHN-deh 
eye MOO-chohs)

- ...restaurants?             =...restaurantes? (rehs-tow-RAHN-tehs) 

-...bars?                         =...bares? (BAH-rehs)
-…sites to see?              =...sitios para visitar? (SEE-tyohs PAH-rah 
bee-see-TAHR)

- Please can you show me on the map? =  ¿Puede enseñarme/
mostrarme en el mapa? (PWEH-deh ehn-seh-NYAHR-meh/mohs-
TRAHR-meh ehn ehl MAH-pah?)  

- street =  calle (KAH-yeh)

- Turn left. =  Gire/doble/da vuelta a la izquierda. (HEE-
reh/DOH-bleh/dah VWEHL-tah ah lah ees-KYEHR-dah) 

- Turn right  = Gire/doble/da vuelta a la derecha (HEE-reh/DOH-bleh/
dah VWEHL-tah ah lah deh-REH-chah)

- left =  izquierda (ees-KYEHR-dah) 
- right =  derecha (deh-REH-chah)
- straight ahead =  todo recto (TOH-doh REHK-toh) , siga 
derecho (SEE-gah deh-REH-choh)
- towards the ... =  hacia el/la...(HAH-syah ehl/lah) 
- past the ...       =  pasado el/la _____ (pah-SAH-doh ehl/lah) 
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- before the...     =  antes de _____ (AHN-tehs deh)
- Watch for the... =  busque el/la _____. (BOOS-keh ehl/lah)
- intersection =  intersección , cruce (een-tehr-sehk-
SYOHN, KROO-seh)

- north =  norte (NOHR-teh) 
- south =  sur (soor)
- east =  este (EHS-teh) 
- west =  oeste (ooh-EHS-teh) 

- uphill =  hacia arriba (AH-syah ahr-REE-bah)
- downhill =  hacia abajo (AH-syah ah-BAH-hoh)

- Taxi! =  ¡Taxi! (TAHK-see) 

- Take me to...               =  Lléveme a... (YEH-beh-meh ah) 

- How much does it cost to get to...? =  ¿Cuanto cuesta ir hasta/a ...? 
(KWAHN-toh KWEHS-tah eer AHS-tah/ah) 
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-Does the room come with... =  ¿La habitación viene con....? (lah ah-
bee-tah-SYOHN BYEH-neh kohn?)    

-…bedsheets? =...sábanas? (SAH-bah-nahs?)

-…a bathroom? =...un baño? (oon BAH-nyoh?)

-…a telephone? =...un teléfono? (oon teh-LEH-foh-noh?)
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-…a TV?  =...un televisor? (oon teh-leh-vee-SOHR?) 
-... with internet access?  =...con acceso al internet? (kohn ahk-SEH-
soh ahl een-terh-NEHT?)

- Do you have anything quieter?  =  ¿Tiene algo más tranquilo? 
(TYEH-neh AHL-goh MAHS trahn-KEE-loh?)

-…bigger? =...más grande? (MAHS GRAHN-deh)

-…cleaner? =...más limpio? (MAHS LEEM-pyoh)

- Do you have a safe?  =  ¿Hay caja fuerte? (eye KAH-hah FWEHR-
teh?)

- …lockers?    =...taquillas?/casilleros?/guardaropas?(tah-KEE-
yahs/kah-see-YEH-rohs?/gwah-rdah-ROH-pahs)

- What time is breakfast/supper? =  ¿A qué hora es el desayuno/la 
cena? (ah KEH OH-rah ehs ehl deh-sah-YOO-noh/lah SEH-nah?

- Please clean my room = Por favor, limpie mi habitación. (pohr fah-
BOHR, LEEM-pyeh mee ah-bee-tah-SYOHN)

- Can you wake me at...?   = ¿Puede despertarme a las...? (PWEH-
deh dehs-pehr-TAHR-meh ah lahs)

- I want to check out   =  Quiero dejar el hotel. (KYEH-roh deh-HAHR 
ehl oh-TEHL)
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Do you accept American dollars? = ¿Aceptan dólares 
estadounidenses/? (ah-SEHP-tahn DOH-lah-rehs ehs-tah-dow-oo-
nee-DEHN-sehs/ows-trah-LYAH-nohs/kah-nah-DYEHN-sehs?) 

- Do you accept British pounds? =  ¿Aceptan libras esterlinas 
británicas? (ah-SEHP-tahn LEE-brahs ehs-tehr-LEE-nahs bree-TAH-
nee-kahs?)

- Do you accept credit cards? = ¿Aceptan tarjeta de crédito? (ah-
SEHP-tahn tahr-HEH-tah deh KREH-dee-toh?) 

- Do you accept Euros?          =  ¿Aceptan euros? (ah-SEHP-tahn eh-
OO-rohs?) 

- Can you change money for me? =  ¿Me puede cambiar dinero? 
(meh PWEH-deh kahm-BYAHR dee-NEH-roh?)

- Where can I get money changed? =  ¿Dónde puedo cambiar 
dinero? (DOHN-deh PWEH-doh kahm-BYAHR dee-NEH-roh?)

- What is the exchange rate? =  ¿A cuánto está el cambio? (ah 
KWAHN-toh ehs-TAH ehl KAHM-byoh?) 

- I need small change    =  Necesito cambio pequeño. (neh-seh-SEE-
toh KAHM-byoh peh-KEH-nyoh)

- I need coins                 =  Necesito monedas. (neh-seh-SEE-toh 
moh-NEH-dahs)

- Where is an ATM?       =  ¿Dónde hay un cajero automático? 
(DOHN-deh eye kah-HEH-roh ow-toh-MAH-tee-koh?) 
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- A table for one person/two people, please  =  Una mesa para una 
persona/dos personas, por favor. (OO-nah MEH-sah pah-rah OO-nah 
pehr-SOH-nah / dohs pehr-SOH-nahs pohr fah-BOHR)

- Can I look at the menu, please? =  ¿Puedo ver el menú, por favor? 
(PWEH-doh behr ehl meh-NOO pohr fah-BOHR?) 

- Is there a house specialty? =  ¿Hay alguna especialidad de la casa? 
(ay ahl-GOO-nah ehs-peh-syah-lee-DAHD deh lah KAH-sah?) 

- Is there a local specialty? =  ¿Hay alguna especialidad regional/de 
la zona? (ay ahl-GOO-nah ehs-peh-syah-lee-DAHD reh-hyoh-NAHL/
deh lah SOH-nah?) 

- I'm a vegetarian. =  Soy vegetariano/-na. (soy beh-heh-tah-
RYAH-noh/-nah) 

- I don't eat pork. =  No como cerdo. (noh KOH-moh SEHR-
doh)   

- I only eat kosher food  =  Sólo como comida kosher. (SOH-loh KOH-
moh koh-MEE-dah koh-SHEHR) 

- fixed-price meal           =  comida precio fijo (koh-MEE-dah preh-see-
oh fee-ho) 

- à la carte =  a la carta (ah lah KAHR-tah) 

- breakfast =  desayuno (deh-sah-YOO-noh)

- lunch                           =  almuerzo (ahl-MWEHR-soh) 
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- supper/dinner             =  cena (SEH-nah) 

- snack                          =  bocado (boh-KAH-doh)

- I want...                       =  Quiero... (KYEH-roh)

 - I want a dish containing... =  Quisiera un plato que lleve... (kee-
SYEH-rah oon PLAH-toh keh YEH-beh)

- chicken =  pollo (POH-yoh)

- beef                =  ternera (tehr-NEH-rah), vacuno (bah-KOO-noh), 
res (rehss)

- fish =  pescado (pehs-KAH-doh) 

- ham =  jamón (hah-MOHN) 

- sausage =  salchicha (sahl-CHEE-chah) 

- cheese =  queso (KEH-soh)

- eggs =  huevos (oo-WEH-bohs) 

- salad =  ensalada (ehn-sah-LAH-dah) 

- (fresh) vegetables =  verduras (frescas) (behr-DOO-rahs (FREHS-
kahs)) 

-  (fresh) fruit          =  fruta (fresca) (FROO-tah (FREHS-kah)) 

- Water                   =  agua (AH-gwah)

- Sparkling water    = agua con gas (AH-gwah kohn gahs)
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- Beer                    =  cerveza (sehr-VAY-sah)  

- toast                    =  tostada (tohs-TAH-dah)

- Bread                  =  pan (pahn)

- rice                      =  arroz (ahr-ROHS)

- beans                  =  frijoles (free-HOH-lehs)

- May I have a glass of... =  ¿Me puede poner/traer un vaso de...? 
(meh PWEH-deh poh-NEHR/trah-EHR oon BAH-soh deh?) 

- May I have a cup of...?  =  ¿Me puede poner/traer una taza de...? 
(meh PWEH-deh poh-NEHR/trah-EHR OO-nah TAH-sah deh?)

- May I have a bottle of...? =  ¿Me puede poner/traer una botella de 
_____? (meh PWEH-deh poh-NEHR/trah-EHR OO-nah boh-TEH-
yah deh?) 

- red/white wine   =  vino tinto/blanco (BEE-noh TEEN-toh/
BLAHN-koh)  

- Juice                           =  jugo (HOO-goh) 

- May I have some...? =  ¿Me puede dar un poco de...? (meh 
PWEH-deh dahr oon POH-koh deh?) 

- salt =  sal (sahl)

- black pepper            =  pimienta (pee-MYEHN-tah)

- butter    =  mantequilla (mahn-teh-KEE-yah)

- The bill/check please  =  La cuenta, por favor. (lah KWEHN-tah, 
pohr fah-BOHR)
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-  Excuse me, waiter? (getting attention of server) =  ¡camarero! (kah-

mah-REH-roh)

- It was delicious  =  Estaba delicioso/muy bueno/muy rico. 
(ehs-TAH-bah deh-lee-SYOH-soh/MOO-ee BWEH-noh/MOO-ee 
REE-koh)

- A beer/two beers please =  Una cerveza/dos cervezas, por favor. 
(OO-nah sehr-BEH-sah/dohs sehr-BEH-sahs, pohr FAH-bohr)

- A glass of red/white wine please =  Un vaso de vino tinto/blanco. 
(oon BAH-soh deh BEE-noh TEEN-toh/BLAHN-koh)

- A pint please   =  Una jarra de cerveza

- A bottle please  =  Una botella. (OO-nah boh-TEH-yah)

- Whiskey =  whisky (WEES-kee)

-Vodka =  vodka (BOHD-kah)

- Rum =  ron (rawn)

- Tonic water                  =  agua tónica (AH-gwah TOH-nee-khah)

- Orange juice          =  jugo de naranja (thoo-moh deh NAH-rahn-hah)

Coca cola  = Coca-Cola (KOH-kah-KOH-lah (reh-FREHS-koh))

- One more, please  =  Uno otro/a, por favor. (OO-noh OH-troh/ah 
pohr-FAH-bohr)   

- Cheers! = ¡Salúd! (sah-LOOD)
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- Do you have this in my size? =  ¿Tiene esto de mi talla? (TYEH-
neh EHS-toh deh mee TAH-yah?)   

- How much is this? =  ¿Cuánto cuesta? (KWAHN-toh KWEHS-tah?)  

- That's too expensive =  Es demasiado caro. (ehs deh-mah-MYAH-
doh KAH-roh) 

- Would you take Visa/American dollars?  =  ¿Aceptan Visa/dólares 
Americano? (ah-SEHP-tahn BEE-sah/DOH-lah-rehs ah-meh-ree-
KAH-noh?) 

- expensive =  caro (KAH-roh)  

- cheap =  barato (bah-RAH-toh) 

- I can't afford it        =  Es muy caro para mí. (ehs MOO-ee KAH-
roh PAH-rah mee)  

- I don't want it =  No lo quiero. (noh loh KYEH-roh) 

- I'm not interested   =  No me interesa. (noh meh een-teh-REH-sah) 

- OK, I'll take it = De acuerdo, me lo llevaré. (deh ah-KWEHR-doh, 
meh loh yeh-bah-REH)

- Can I have a bag?  =  ¿Tiene una bolsa? (TYEH-neh OO-nah 
BOHL-sah)

- I need... =  Necesito... (neh-seh-SEE-toh)

-…toothpaste    =...pasta de dientes. (PAHS-tah deh DYEHN-tehs) 
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-... a pen                 =...un bolígrafo. (OO-nah PLOO-mah/ oon 
boh-LEE-grah-foh)

-...a dictionary!   =...un diccionario (oon deek-syoh-NAH-ryoh)

-...shampoo  =...champú. (chahm-POO) 

-…tampons. =...tampones. (tahm-POH-nehs)

-…soap. =...jabón. (hah-BOHN)

-…pain killer.  =...analgésico (Aspirina, Ibuprofeno). (ah-
nahl-HEH-see-koh (ahs-pee-REE-nah, ee-boo-proh-FEH-noh))

-…stomach medicine. =.... medicamento para el dolor de estómago 
(meh-dee-kah-MEHN-toh PAH-rah ehl doh-LOHR deh ehs-TOH-mah-
goh)

-…a razor. =...una hoja/navaja de afeitar/rasuradora 
(machine) (OO-nah OH-hah/nah-BAH-hah deh ah-fay-TAHR/rah-soo-
rah-DOH-rah)

-…an umbrella. =..un paragua/una sombrilla (oon pah-RAH-
gwah)

-…sunblock lotion. =...crema solar. (KREH-mah soh-LARH) 

-...postage stamps  =estampillas (ehs-tahm-PEE-yahs)

-...batteries   =...pilas/baterías (PEE-lahs/bah-teh-REE-ahs)

-...English language books  =...libros en inglés. (LEE-brohs ehn een-
GLEHS)  

...English language newspaper =...un periódico/diario en inglés. (oon 
peh-RYOH-dee-koh/DYAH-ryoh ehn een-GLEHS)
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DRIVING
- Stop =  ALTO (AHL-toh), PARE (PAH-reh) 
- No parking =  no aparcar (noh ah-pahr-KAHR) , no estacionar 
(noh ehs-tah-syoh-NAHR)
- Parking =  APARCAMIENTO / ESTACIONAMIENTO (ah-pahr-
kah-MYEHN-toh/ ehs-tah-syoh-nah-MYEHN-toh)
- No entrance =  PROHIBIDO EL PASO (pro-ee-BEE-doh el PAHS-
oh)
- Give way =  CEDA EL PASO (SEH-dah el PAHS-oh)
- Slow =  DESPACIO (dehs-PAH-syoh)
- Diversion =  DESVÍO (dehs-BYOH)
- One way =  SENTIDO ÚNICO (sehn-TEE-doh OO-nee-koh)
- Dead end =  SIN SALIDA (seen sah-LEE-dah)
- Danger =  PELIGRO (peh-LEE-groh)
- Speed limit     =  límite de velocidad (LEE-mee-teh deh beh-loh-see-

DAHD) , velocidad máxima (beh-loh-see-DAHD MAHK-see-mah)
- Gas/petrol station  =  gasolinera (gah-soh-lee-NEH-rah)
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