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 1. GENERAL INFORMATION

Costa Rica welcomes foreign direct investment and has achieved 
constant change for the better, while continuing to make signifi-
cant progress in many important areas for investors. 

The country has highly developed public infrastructure, access 
to international markets and a skilled labor pool with competi-
tive wages, and universal access to healthcare.

Moreover, investors play an important role in influencing the 
Costa Rican government to operate with well-documented pro-
cedures and transparency. 

COSTA RICA Location: Costa Rica’s strategic position in the heart of the 
Western Hemisphere makes it an ideal place to live and do 
business. 

Capital: San José.

Official Language: Spanish (English is widely spoken).

Population: 4.7 million – estimated (2014).

Labor Force: 2.21 million - estimated (2014).

Area: 51,100 sq. km (19,725 sq. miles - approximately the size 
of West Virginia).

Main Airport: Juan Santamaría International Airport.

Currency: The currency unit is the Costa Rican colon (₡).

Time zone: GMT-6 (US Central Standard Time).
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GOVERNMENT

Costa Rica’s government is made up of three main branches 
of government: 1) the executive branch led by a president and 
two vice-presidents who are elected by popular vote and a go-
vernment council of ministers who are directly appointed by 
the president; 2) the legislative branch consisting of one cham-
ber with 57 representatives elected by popular vote in seven 
provincial electoral districts; and 3) the judicial branch headed 
by the Costa Rican Supreme Court, consisting of 22 justices 
elected by Congress and organized into four chambers by area 
of specialization (Chamber I is civil and administrative law, 
Chamber II is labor and family law, Chamber III is criminal law, 
and Chamber IV is constitutional law). There is also a fourth 
branch that handles civil registry and electoral matters.

SECURITY

Costa Rica has a reputation for being a safe and stable country. 
It has managed to develop and maintain democratic institutions, 
pursuant to its constitutional mandate, in a manner that ensures 
orderly government succession. Costa Rica’s main foreign po-
licy objectives are to maintain stability, security, and growth by 
fostering sustainable development and human rights.

The government has enacted many regulatory laws to protect 
investors and has put laws in place that ensure the safe remit-
tance of monies and protection of assets. For example:

A. Financial transactions are regulated in both the private and 
public sector.

B. Intellectual property legislation cuts down on fraud and 
guarantees the protection of goods and brands.

C. Real estate safeguards include secure public deed registra-
tion and in-depth due diligence procedures.

ECONOMY

Costa Rica is located strategically, providing easy land and air 
access to North and South American markets and direct ocean 
access to Europe and Asia.  Although Costa Rica is an agricul-
tural economy, tourism has become the second largest income-
earner. Industry is developing at a steady pace and includes 
food processing, textile manufacturing and clothing produc-
tion, raw and processed construction material supply, fertilizer 
production, and electronics exports.

A. Exports: coffee, bananas, sugar, and beef; some manufac-
tured goods, such as textiles and electronics.

B. Imports: petroleum, machinery, chemicals, and various food 
products.

According to the World Bank, Costa Rica’s GDP per capita is 
US$12,874 PPP (as of 2013).

Costa Rica’s economy has been expanding. Tax exemptions 
(described below) are offered by the government for those in-
vesting in the country.

Moreover, to better contain inflation Costa Rica introduced a 
new currency exchange system in October 2006 that allows the 
colon to hover between an upper and lower band.
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POLITICAL  STABILITY

Costa Rica has had 60 years of uninterrupted democracy. The 
country abolished its army in 1948 and invested instead in en-
vironmental conservation, education, and public health. There 
are several political parties, and at least 80 percent of the popu-
lation participates in the political process. The president serves 
during a four-year term and cannot be immediately reelected. 
The vice-presidents and the 57-member legislative assembly 
are also elected for four years. The current president, elected in 
April 2014, is Luis Guillermo Solís Rivera.

The World Economic Forum ranked Costa Rica first place for 
innovation in Latin America in their Global Competitiveness 
Report 2013-2014.

Costa Rica also ranks first place in Latin America on the Coun-
try Brand Index - Future Brand, Country Brand Index 2012-
2013.

The 2012 World Bank Study on Worldwide Governance Indica-
tors ranks Costa Rica second highest on political stability in 
Latin America.

FOREIGN INVESTMENT INCENTIVES AND 
LIMITATIONS

The Costa Rican Constitution allows foreigners to claim the 
same rights as Costa Rican nationals, with few exceptions and 
limitations. Because Costa Rica has no specific foreign in-
vestment law, both public and private enterprises compete on 
equal terms, except when the Constitution and laws expressly 
stipulate preferential terms for State enterprises.  Additionally, 
foreign investors are subject neither to performance require-
ments nor to a minimum investment level unless they are the 
recipients of tax exemptions or investment incentives.

Starting in the early 1990s, Costa Rica began liberalizing its 
economy, revoking in 1992 its foreign exchange controls and 
developing a system based on free capital movement.

Investment incentives directly relate to exports of services and 

products from Costa Rica. These may take the form of the free 
trade zone and temporary admission systems. The free trade 
zone system grants companies a wide range of benefits, inclu-
ding tax benefits. 

Also available are such operational incentives as on-site and 
expedited customs clearance, and in some cases, subsidized 
training.

Currently, more than 250 multinational companies are opera- 
ting in Costa Rica

 2. SETTING UP A COMPANY

Any person or entity can do business either directly or by in-
corporating a legal entity to limit its commercial liability within 
Costa Rica. There are no nationality restrictions that affect either 
the conduct of business or the free exercise of private property 
rights, except those specifically regulated by law (e.g. govern-
mental concessions on public property).

- Both residents and non-residents (whether nationals, foreig-
ners, individuals, or companies) can form companies.

-  A minimum of two parties, whether individuals or companies, 
can form a company.
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 NEW COMPANY

The founding members have to appear before a notary public 
in Costa Rica, to grant the public deed by which the company 
is established.

These articles of incorporation are the rules by which the com-
pany is governed. The public deed must be submitted to the 
National Registry for its registration through the virtual platform 
Crear Empresa. 

If the company will have a particular business name, a public 
notice of the company’s incorporation must be published in the 
Official Gazette. 

In case the company will be identified with its corporate identi-
fication number, the public notice is not necessary. Through the 
virtual platform, companies may be registered in a week.

SHELF COMPANY

Sometimes shelf companies are created to simplify the process 
of incorporating a new company, since there is a registered 
company ready to begin its commercial activity. The sharehold-
ers must hold a meeting to modify the relevant information in 
the shelf company’s articles of incorporation, such as board of 
directors and managers, domicile and company name; these 
changes have to be submitted for registration before the Public 
Registry through a public deed.

FOREIGN COMPANY BRANCH  OFFICE

The requirements for registering a foreign company branch of-
fice are similar to those for incorporating a Costa Rican com-
pany.  Even though foreign entities do not have to be registered 
in order to own land and engage in business, many entities 
incorporate a local entity to reduce any potential unforeseen li-
ability. Foreign companies and individuals can establish a more 
fixed presence in the country by either (1) registering a branch 
office and appointing an agent in the Public Registry or (2) 
transferring the domicile of a foreign corporation to Costa Rica.

REGISTERING A BRANCH OFFICE AND APPOINTING AN 
AGENT IN THE PUBLIC REGISTRY

Here the company must:

- Appoint a legal representative in the country who will have full 
power of attorney to act on behalf of the company.

- Grant a public deed before a notary public requesting the re-
gistration of a branch, indicating activity, working capital, legal 
representatives and resident agent of the branch, and the parent 
company’s capital stock, domicile, officers, and legal term.

TRANSFERRING THE DOMICILE OF A FOREIGN COMPANY 
TO COSTA RICA

- The foreign company’s articles of incorporation must first au-
thorize this transfer of domicile.

- A Costa Rican consulate in the foreign country must translate 
and certify the validity of these articles of incorporation.

- Then the articles of incorporation must be filed at the Public 
Registry in Costa Rica.
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 3. TYPES OF BUSINESS ENTITIES

 4. MERGER CONTROL

Costa Rican civil and commercial laws recognize various com-
pany structures. Although the Commercial Code recognizes 
three types of legal entities that ensure limited liability for its 
shareholders, the two main structures used are (1) Sociedad de 
Responsabilidad Limitada (S.R.L.) and (2) Sociedad Anónima 
(S.A.).

SOCIEDAD DE RESPONSABILIDAD LIMITADA 
(S.R.L.)

- At the moment of its incorporation, the company must have 
a minimum of two shareholders. Once it is registered it can 
have any number of shareholders, with no restrictions as to the 
number of shareholders or their citizenship.

- The shareholders’ liability is limited to their capital contribu-
tion.

-S.R.L. companies are administered by managers.

- The capital is divided into individually-registered shares 
(quotas). If a shareholder wishes to sell shares, the shareholder 
must first offer them for purchase to fellow shareholders and 
then obtain their consent before offering the shares for public 
sale.

- Paid in equity must be in colones.

SOCIEDAD ANÓNIMA (S.A.)

- The S.A. is the most commonly used entity in Costa Rica.

- The shareholders’ liability is limited to the amount of their 
capital contribution.

- A board of directors administers the company, and it must 
have a minimum of three members (president, secretary and 
treasurer) and a comptroller. If the legal representatives do not 
live in Costa Rica, the company must appoint as its resident 

REGULATION

In 2013, Costa Rica established a mandatory merger control for 
concentration transactions that meet several additional require-
ments. According to this regulation, concentration transactions 
that meet the requirements must be submitted to the Commis-
sion for the Promotion of Competition (COPROCOM) for clear-
ance. 

For such purposes, a concentration is understood as:

“Merging, buying or selling of a commercial establishment, or 
any other act or contract by which companies, associations, 
equity, trusts, managing powers or assets in general are con-
centrated, when those acts or contracts occur between com-
petitors, providers, customers or other economic agents that 
have been independent from each other, resulting in: (i) the ac-
quisition of economic control by one economic agent over the 
other or others; or (ii) the formation of a new economic agent 
under the joint control of two or more competitors. Additionally, 
any transaction by which any natural or legal entity, public or 
private, acquires control over two or more economic agents in-
dependent from each other, that are actual or potential competi-
tors at the date of the transaction, or that participate at different 
levels of the commercialization chain for goods or services.”

In addition to complying with the above, a concentration has to 
meet the following requirements:
 

agent an attorney authorized to receive notification of behalf of 
the company. There are no restrictions with respect to the citi-
zenship of the directors.

- The structure is flexible.
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1.Thresholds:

(a) The sum of all Costa Rican assets of all the economic agents 
involved and their corresponding parent companies exceeds 
approximately US $15MM.

(b) The sum of the total revenue produced in Costa Rica by the 
economic agents involved during the last fiscal year exceeds 
approximately US $15MM.

Please note that to calculate the thresholds the economic agents 
must include the assets and revenue of their parent companies 
whose activities have influence or involvement “(incidencia)” in 
the Costa Rican market. 

Additionally, even if a concentration does not meet such thresh-
olds it may be voluntarily reported to the Commission for clea-
rance. 

2. Local Presence:
 
A minimum of 2 agents must engage in activities in the Costa 
Rican market. The physical presence of the agents is not re-
quired if their activities take place in the Costa Rican market; 
the agents are able to affect this market and are therefore con-
sidered to have local presence.  

If the concentration meets the abovementioned requirements, 
any of the economic agents involved will have to submit the 
mandatory notification to COPROCOM for clearance: (a) at 
any moment prior to signing the transaction documents; or (b) 
within 5 business days after signing. 
 

Free Trade Zones and Industrial Parks are government-esta- 
blished tax-free areas. Companies dedicated to industrial and 
commercial exports and companies exporting services or pro-
viding them to other free trade zone companies are eligible for 
Free Trade Zone Regime benefits.

5. FREE TRADE ZONES AND INDUSTRIAL PARKS

FREE TRADE ZONES AND INDUSTRIAL 
PARKS - INCENTIVES

This regime grants a series of incentives, such as exemptions 
from:

- Import duties on machinery and equipment, accessories and 
spare parts, and vehicles necessary for the company’s opera-
tion, production, and transport. 
- Income taxes (for a predetermined percentage and term).
- Property taxes for 10 years.
- Withholding taxes on foreign remittances.
- Municipal permit taxes for 10 years.
- Duties on the import of commercial supplies.

There are at least 11 industrial parks established in Costa Rica 
under the Free Trade Zone Regime.
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 6. TAX ISSUES

Taxes to consider when doing business in Costa Rica:

SALES TAX (I.V.)

The taxpayer is any individual or company who on a regular 
basis sells merchandise or provides services subject to sales 
tax. These include imports.

A tax of 13% of the sale price is levied on: (1) all merchandise 
and (2) some services. Some products are exempt from taxes.

The tax is charged only once on a chain of transactions in 
taxable merchandise through a system of credits. Under this 
system, the tax levied on each transaction is computed by the 
subtraction method, i.e. by crediting taxes paid on purchases 
against tax liabilities arising from sales.

Sales Tax on Merchandise:

- This tax is levied on all transactions resulting in the transfer of 
ownership of moveable goods, either manufactured or acquired 
solely for their ultimate sale.

- The term “merchandise” does not include intangible property, 
such as stock or securities, patents, trademarks or intellectual 
property, or immovable property. These transactions are out-
side the scope of sales tax.

- Imported merchandise is taxable.

Sales Tax on Services:

- In Costa Rica, only those services specified by law are subject 
to sales tax, including: restaurants, hotels, motels, marketing 
companies, customs agencies, brokers, paint and repair shops, 
Internet services, insurance premiums, among others.

Exemptions from Sales Tax:

The following items are exempted from sales tax: 

- Basic food products, medicines, agricultural and veterinary 
supplies, books, tires for agriculture machines, and others.
-  Exports.

On completing a taxable sale, taxpayers must pay the correspon-
ding tax to the government tax collector within the first 15 ca-
lendar days following the sale.

Sales tax can be recovered on raw materials, inputs, machinery, 
and equipment physically incorporated or directly used in the 
production of taxable merchandise or services or in distribution 
or commercialization for sales and marketing. 

CONSUMPTION TAX 

A transfer value tax is applied to any merchandise considered 
by law as a luxury. The applicable tax rate varies depending on 
the type of merchandise. Importers and professional manufac-
turers pay this tax, and it is not transferred to the consumer.

Application of the Consumption Tax:

- Merchandise imports - when accepting the Bill of Lading or 
the Customs Form.
- Local sales - on the manufacturing and first issued invoice.

Consumption Tax Exemptions:

- Exports
- Some imports covered by international agreements or special 
laws.
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INCOME TAX

Costa Rica’s income tax system is based on the territoriality 
principle. Therefore, only Costa Rican-sourced income is sub-
ject to income tax in Costa Rica, regardless of the taxpayer’s 
nationality, domicile, or place of incorporation.

Income from Costa Rican sources consists of income derived 
from services rendered, capital used, and properties located 
within Costa Rica. Income tax rates are applied as follows:

Income Tax at 30%:

- Corporations generating Costa Rican-sourced income are 
generally subject to a 30% income tax (although small compa-
nies are entitled to lower tax rates).

- Deductions include all necessary expenses for the production 
of taxable income.

Dividend Tax at 15%:

- In addition, corporations must withhold 15% on dividends 
paid to foreign shareholders and local individuals (local com-
panies are exempt).

Capital Gains Tax at 0%:

Capital gains are normally taxed at a 0% rate. Capital gains are 
defined as income derived from the transfer of moveable goods 
or real property assets. If the taxpayer’s normal activity is sell-
ing real property, gains would be subject to income tax. Also, 
if the taxpayer sells an asset subject to depreciation and has 
effectively depreciated the asset, capital gain would be subject 
to income tax.

INCOME TAX EXEMPTIONS

- Government, municipal and decentralized government enti-
ties, religious institutions, cooperatives, and nonprofit organi-
zations are exempt from paying income tax.

- Some sources of income are also exempted from paying in-
come tax, including capital contributions, asset revaluations, 
capital gains, income from  assets or capital located outside 
Costa Rica, inheritance, lottery winnings, and donations re-
ceived by authorized entities.

TAX RATES

- Both companies’ and individuals’ income tax rates are calcu-
lated on a progressive scale depending on gross income. For 
entities the income tax ranges between 10% and 30%. For in-
dividuals it ranges between 10% and 25%.

Tax on Salaries and Wages:

- Employees’ salaries and wages above an established amount 
are subject to income tax at rates ranging from 0% to 15%.

- Employers must withhold this tax. 

Tax on Remittances Abroad:

- Costa Rican-sourced income paid to recipients domiciled 
abroad is subject to withholding tax in Costa Rica.

Some Costa Rican-sourced income falls within “special cases 
of Costa Rican-sourced income”. The applicable tax rates de-
pend on the type of income.
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7. RELEVANT LEGISLATION FOR 
DISTRIBUTION RELATIONSHIPS

PROPERTY TAX

Real estate is subject to two different taxes: (1) real estate tax 
and (2) tax on real estate transfers.

Real Estate Tax – the property tax will be equivalent to 0.25% of 
the property’s registered value. This tax is paid annually to the 
municipality in which the property is located.

Real Estate Transfer Tax – the transfer tax is equivalent to 
approximately 1.5% of either:
- the transfer price, or
- the property’s registered value, whichever is greater.

TAX ON LUXURY RESIDENCES

Luxury residential properties valued at more than 121 million 
colones (approx. $224,000) are subject to the ‘Solidarity Tax 
for the Strengthening of Housing Programs’, a progressive tax 
starting at 0.25%, with a maximum tax rate of 0.55%. This tax 
is paid annually.

STAMP TAX

Stamp taxes at a rate of 0.5% must be paid on most documents 
used in courts or public offices and for many private transac-
tions, including deeds and mortgages, among others.

In Costa Rica, the Law for the Protection of Representatives of 
Foreign Firms governs distributorship agreements. 

With the coming into force of the Free Trade Agreement between 
Central America, Dominican Republic, and the United States 
of America (CAFTA), a strong reform was introduced by Law 
8629 on November 26, 2007. This reform sought to balance the 
rights and obligations of foreign companies and local distribu-
tors and set appropriate sanctions.

- Distributors are defined as those which place, purchase, sell, 
prepare, promote, facilitate or close the sales and services of 
the foreign industrial or commercial entities they represent in 
their normal course of business.

The law applies when: 

- The supplier or manufacturer is foreign.

- Authorized local manufacturers manufacture or package a 
foreign firm’s products in Costa Rica.

- Agents, sales representatives, manufacturers, or distributors 
meet certain legal requirements.

- Distributorship and manufacturing contracts are terminated in 
a manner which is restricted under Costa Rica law.

- The seller is liable due to the unilateral termination of the 
relationship. 
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 8. LABOR ISSUES 

HIRING WORKERS 

There are two ways to hire a Costa Rican worker: (1) an employ-
ment contract and (2) a professional services contract.

(1) Employment Contract (includes social security and other 
regulated labor benefits).

Term of the Contract: The contract can be either a ‘fixed-term’ 
contract with a fixed termination date or a ‘fixed-work contract’, 
where services are contracted for a specific job or work. It may 
also be indefinite. 

(2) Professional Services Contract - which includes:
- Professional Services Contracts
- Outsourcing Contracts

 WORK HOURS

Costa Rica has a highly skilled workforce, estimated at 2.21 
million in 2013. About 39.4% of the labor force is female, and 
the unemployment rate is 8.5%. 

According to the World Economic Forum’s 2013 Human Capital 
Report, Costa Rican human capital is ranked 35th worldwide, 
the highest in Latin America.

There are three types of work schedules in Costa Rica:

- Daytime work schedule
- Nighttime work schedule
- Mixed work schedule

The calculations for hourly / weekly / overtime hours vary con-
siderably depending on each particular situation. You are ad-
vised to contact a lawyer for your specific case.

A supplier may unilaterally terminate a distributorship contract 
only under the following conditions:

i. The distributor or manufacturer commits a crime against the 
foreign firm.

ii. A Costa Rican Court declares a distributor or manufacturer 
negligent or incompetent as a result of its having caused a sub-
stantial stagnation or decrease in sales, for a prolonged period 
of time.

iii. There is a breach of secrecy in safeguarding a foreign firm’s 
confidential and proprietary information.

iv. There are serious breaches of either Costa Rican law or the 
distributorship or manufacturer’s agreement with the foreign 
firm.

v. When a term is agreed by the parties or when the notice of 
termination stipulated in the contract is issued. 

vi. The distributor is notified at least ten months in advance, 
when the contract does not include an expiration date or a pro-
vision regarding the notice.
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MINIMUM WAGE OR SALARY

The government periodically sets the country’s overall mini-
mum wage or salary according to the work category, region, 
and whether the activity is considered intellectual, industrial, 
commercial, livestock, or agricultural. No employee’s wage can 
fall below this minimum stipulated amount.

The government publishes a table in La Gaceta listing the mini-
mum wage or salary for any particular occupation, which is re-
vised and updated every six months. 

NATIONAL HOLIDAYS

There are two types of holidays: (1) compulsory paid holidays 
and (2) unpaid holidays.

- Compulsory paid holidays fall on  January 1, April 11, Thurs-
day and  Good  Friday  of  Easter Week, May 1, July 25, August 
15, September 15, and December 25.

- Unpaid holidays fall on August 2 and October 12.

If the October 12 holiday falls on a Tuesday, Wednesday, Thurs-
day, or Friday,  the holiday is deferred to the following Monday. 
Holidays that fall on the weekend are not deferred.

VACATIONS

The law provides a minimum of two weeks’ vacation for every 
fifty weeks of continuous work for the same employer, or, if the 
employee has worked for less than the fifty weeks, the vacation 
period is calculated proportionally.

- Employers can decide when their employees take their vaca-
tions.  However, the deadline is no later than fifteen weeks after 
the date in which the fifty-week term is reached.

- If the employment relationship ends before reaching the fifty-
week term, the employee is entitled to one day’s vacation for 
each month worked. 
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The Labor Code stipulates that no employer may fire, without 
cause, a female employee who is either pregnant or breastfeed-
ing. This can last as long as the breastfeeding mother backs 
this situation with medical evidence. Consequently, an emplo-
yer may fire a woman who is pregnant or breastfeeding only 
under certain conditions and with authorization from the Mi-
nistry of Labor.

- Employees who are either pregnant or breastfeeding must 
give notice to the employer and produce a medical certificate to 
prove their situation in order to take advantage of the benefits.

- Local labor legislation grants eligible female employees four 
months paid maternity leave, divided into one month prior to 
the birth and three months after the birth.

TERMINATION OF AN EMPLOYMENT AGREEMENT

Employment agreements may be terminated for one of three 
causes: (1) firing, (2) unilateral termination of the agreement, 
and (3) contract expiration.

Firing
Employees may be fired under two circumstances: 

- Termination without employer responsibility:  in this case, the 
employer must pay only the proportional amount of unpaid va-
cations and proportional aguinaldo, described below.

MATERNITY LEAVE AND BENEFITS

- Termination with employer responsibility: in this case, in ad-
dition to proportional vacations and aguinaldo, the employee 
is entitled to receive both advance notice and severance pay-
ments.

Aguinaldo is also known as the “Christmas bonus” or “thir-
teenth month bonus”. It is the equivalent of a month’s salary, 
paid after the employee has worked for one year (or a propor-
tional part, if the employee has worked for less). The employer 
must pay this bonus within the first 20 days of December.

- Unilateral Termination of the Employment Agreement: When 
an employer breaches his contractual obligations, an emplo-
yee can terminate the employment relationship with employer 
responsibility.

-  Contract Expiration: Two Types:

a) Definite-term agreement - ends at the date established in the 
contract. 
b) Fixed work-agreement - ends on completion of the contrac-
ted work.

FOREIGN EMPLOYEES AND IMMIGRATION 
REQUIREMENTS

All foreigners wishing to work in Costa Rica must have a work 
permit.

- Employers must verify the immigration status of their emplo-
yees and assist in their permit applications, as applicable.

- Foreigners, whether employers or employees, must file for 
any work permit or residency application at the nearest Costa 
Rican consulate to their place of residence.

- The consulate will then forward these documents directly to 
the Immigration authorities in Costa Rica for processing.

- Applicants commonly grant a special power of attorney to an 
attorney in Costa Rica to handle the necessary follow-up.
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SOCIAL SECURITY / PENSION FUNDS

The employer must pay Social Security contributions to both 
the Caja Costarricense de Seguridad Social (CCSS) and the 
Instituto Nacional de  Seguros (INS), and must also contribute 
monthly payments to a pension funds.

- The employer’s total contribution is approximately 26.33% of 
the employee’s monthly salary.

- The employee contributes a total of 9.34% - and the employer 
withholds this amount from the employee’s salary each month.

This money goes towards:

- Worker capitalization funds
- Pension fund for disability, old age, and death
- Illness and maternity benefits
- Mandatory supplementary pension scheme

9. REAL ESTATE

Under Article 45 on individual rights and guarantees the Consti-
tution guarantees the individual’s right to own real estate. As an 
owner you are free to use and dispose of your real estate assets 
as you wish.

TYPES OF PROPERTIES

In Costa Rica there are four types of real estate ownership rights: 
(1) fee simple title, (2) real estate concession, (3) untitled po-
ssession, and (4) condominium title.

- Fee Simple Title Properties: 

All transfers of fee simple title must be documented through a 
public deed issued by a Costa Rican notary public and regis-
tered at the Public Registry. Real property in Costa Rica may be 
owned and transferred in fee simple, except for property located 
in the maritime zone, which may only be used and occupied 
pursuant to a concession agreement with the government. 
There are no express or implied restrictions on foreign indi-
viduals or corporations acquiring fee simple title to property, 
but there are restrictions on foreign ownership of concessions 
in the maritime zone. 

- Real Estate Concession (Zona Marítimo Terrestre): 

The maritime zone is a 200 meter (656 feet) wide strip of land 
running parallel to the coastline, starting at the median high-
tide line. Properties in this zone, with a few exceptions, cannot 
be privately owned or transferred in fee simple. However, there 
is a legal procedure to acquire concession rights granted for a 
set time, but subject to the terms and conditions of the Maritime 
Zone Law. The concession agreement is a type of administrative 
lease, executed by the municipality and the private entity or per-
son (the “concessionaire”). The Costa Rican government, ac-
ting by and through the municipality, grants the concessionaire 
the use and enjoyment of property located within the restricted 
area for a period of time not less than five years or more than 20 
years. However, the general provisions on concessions do not 
apply to concessions in the Gulf of Papagayo Tourism Project 
area. The Gulf of Papagayo Tourism Project is a real estate area 
structured as a unique regime that includes characteristics of 
both a concession and fee simple title. Even though properties 
within the Gulf of Papagayo are defined as maritime zone con-
cessions, there are several very important differences from the 
regular maritime zone concessions described above: (i) there 
are no restrictions on foreign ownership, (ii) the concession 
terms are longer (usually 50 to 99 years), and (iii) there is a 
master plan and covenants and restrictions applicable to all 
owners, even if the property is not subject to a condominium 
regime.
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- Untitled Real Estate Possession: 

Costa Rican law recognizes adverse possession for individu-
als who have publicly and peacefully occupied land as posse-
ssors for a period of ten years or more. Also, the law recognizes 
adverse possession of rural estates that have been occupied 
and possessed by individuals or entities over a shorter time 
span (e.g.,one year). These rights are not recorded at the Public 
Registry.

- Condominium Real Estate: 

Joint ownership of real estate. Condominium ownership in 
Costa Rica is a property right which combines various forms 
of ownership. The condominium unit owner is the sole owner 
of the “unit” (i.e., the portion of the building which comprises 
his or her residence or business), but also one of many mu-
tual owners of certain “common elements” that service all units 
and which the unit owner may use and enjoy along with other 
unit owners (such as elevators, parking lots and/or swimming 
pools).

1. Acquiring a Property

Real estate transactions are only valid when: (1) there is a con-
tract, (2) the parties have complied with the law, and (3) the 
ownership right is recorded at the Public Registry.

Fees and Taxes

- Transfer Tax:  all fee simple title real estate transfers are taxed 
at 2.35% of the purchase price, and fee simple real estate 

transfers made through a corporation are taxed at 1.5% of the 
purchase price. 

- Stamp Tax: fee simple title transactions are subject to a stamp 
tax of approximately 1% of the purchase price.

- Other Related Fees - notary public fees: The current mini-
mum notary’s fee is based upon the value of the transaction and 
ranges between 1% and 2% of the transaction value. This fee 
covers drafting and filing the conveyance deed.

- Any additional services, such as executing the due diligence 
and preparing pre-sale agreements, are not included in the no-
tary public’s fee.

2. Buying Real Estate through an Existing 
Corporation

Real estate can also be transferred through a stock purchase 
agreement. However, purchasing the corporation that owns the  
property may involve inherent risks not obvious to a prospective 
investor. The advice of a specialized attorney should be sought 
before pursuing this option.
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3. Environmental Issues

Costa Rica’s Constitution protects the environment. This pro-
tection may affect business operations in several areas, such 
as by providing benefits to companies that work to protect the 
environment and applying hefty sanctions for environmental 
damage. Five percent of the country’s area is protected by spe-
cial laws. Before acquiring or constructing, it is important to 
consider the following:  

- Archeological Conditions. If there are archeological remains 
on the property, the developer may not commence or continue 
construction until the archeological objects are completely re-
moved from the premises. The rescue activities shall be per-
formed by an authorized archeologist together with the National 
Museum. The duration of the rescue process depends on the 
size of the site but can significantly delay property develop-
ment. 

- Natural Reserves and National Parks. The National Conser-
vation Areas System (SINAC) protects more than 186 areas, 
including 32 national parks, 8 biological reserves, 13 forest 
reserves, and 51 wildlife refuges.

Within national parks and nature reserves there are certain 
properties, owned by private parties, which have not been ex-
propriated by the State.  Although these owners are recognized 
as the rightful owners of their land, they are subject to vari-
ous restrictions, such as construction restrictions and special 
construction guidelines, and they are always under threat of 
expropriation for expansion of the park or reserve.

MAIN REGULATIONS

-The main environmental laws are the following: the Organic 
Law for the Environment, the Forestry Law, the Biodiversity 
Law, the Law for the Conservation of Wildlife, and the Law for 
the Use, Handling, and Conservation of Soils, Urban Planning 
and Municipal Zoning Plans. 

REQUIRED PERMITS

The permits most often required are the following: environmen-
tal, construction, water, and waste treatment permits. 

Environmental Permits

- Ministerio del Ambiente y Energía (MINAE) is the overseeing 
institution in charge of granting environmental permits.

- The Secretaría Técnica Nacional Ambiental (SETENA) is the 
government agency in charge of evaluating a project’s potential 
environmental impact on a particular property and of appro-
ving or denying the project’s environmental feasibility permit 
required for the project’s construction. SETENA’s timeframe will 
depend on the project’s complexity. The developer must provide 
SETENA with an environmental impact study (EIS) for the in-
tended project. The EIS’s completeness and accuracy will deter-
mine the speed of outcome. The environmental review process 
will take from 8 to 14 months for a normal commercial project, 
though it may take longer if there are special considerations 
(such as a high impact industrial use, or a hotel site located in 
the maritime zone).

Construction Permits

SETENA must first grant its approval before the construction 
permits can be requested from the relevant public authorities.
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10. INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY

Water Permits

The State owns all of Costa Rica’s water sources.

- Where there is no public water service, interested parties can 
source water through public concessions. Public concessions 
are special government authorizations whereby a private party 
is granted the possibility of using, developing, and benefitting 
from goods or services that belong to the State.

- Concessions are regulated by law, executive decrees, and 
stipulations in the concession contract between the government 
and the concessionaire or in the administrative act granting the 
concession.

Water availability is an important factor - especially in zones 
where water is scarce.

Intellectual property is a very broad concept that comprises all 
rights related to creativity, invention and innovation. Intellectual 
property is divided into industrial property and copyrights.

Coming under industrial property are trademark registration, 
patents and industrial design registration.

TRADEMARK REGISTRATION

 Trademarks are a very important asset in everyone’ s business, 
and this is the main reason for getting your trademark protected 
through the Trademark Office. This office is part of the Industrial 

Property Registry of the Public Registry, and is in charge of 
trademark and patent registration. 

Trademark registration gives the owner the exclusive right to 
prevent others from using an identical or similar trademark for 
the same goods or services, thereby preventing confusion for 
consumers.

A trademark application can be submitted at any time at the 
Industrial Property Registry. However, it is important to search 
for similar trademarks prior to filing the application in order to 
make sure that the sign you intend to use is not already regis-
tered for identical or similar goods or services.

PATENT REGISTRATION

For an invention to be protected by a patent, it must meet the 
following requirements in the patent filing: be innovative, have 
a high inventive level and have an industrial application.

To determine whether an invention is new, prior to submitting 
the application the inventor should perform a search to find the 
closest antecedents to his invention, thus facilitating the draft-
ing of the description and claims.

COPYRIGHT

Copyright is the term used to protect the rights of creators over 
their literary and artistic works.

Books, thesis, software programs, databases, applications, 
paintings, movies, sculptures, theater plays, and music scores, 
among others, can be protected by copyrights.

Copyrights are filed for registration at the copyright section of 
the Public Registry.
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11. FINANCIAL MARKETS

MARKETING APPROVALS AND REGULATORY
AFFAIRS

Getting the marketing approvals for your company’ s products 
might be one of your business needs.

Depending of the kind of product the approval must be granted 
either by the Ministry of Health or the Ministry of Agriculture.

Marketing Approvals and Renewals at the Ministry of 
Health:

- Food products, including dietary supplements and natural 
products
- Cosmetics
- Pharmaceutical products
- Medical devices
- Hygienic and chemical products

Marketing Approvals and Renewals at the Ministry of 
Agriculture:

- Agrochemical products
- Seeds

DATA PROTECTION

In Costa Rica, data protection is regulated by the Law on Indi-
vidual Protection for Processing of Personal Data (the “Data 
Protection Law”) and its Regulations which became effective on 
March 6th, 2013, and it created a Costa Rican Data Protection 
Agency named PRODHAB.
 
Under the Costa Rican Data Protection Law, companies are al-
lowed to share domestic databases within the same company 
located in Costa Rica, for internal purposes only. However, if 
the database includes sensitive or restricted access data, the 
database must be notified to PRODHAB.

If the information contained in the data base is sensitive data, 
restricted access data, or is going to be transferred outside the 

FINANCIAL SYSTEM

The key government entities in the Costa Rican financial system 
are:

Financial System Supervision Commission (Consejo Nacional 
de Supervisión del Sistema Financiero - CONASSIF). This en-
tity does the following:

- Oversees the Costa Rican financial sector.
- Acts as the board of directors for all superintendence 
  agencies.
- Supervises Costa Rican financial institutions.

Superintendence of Securities (Superintendencia General de 
Valores - SUGEVAL). This entity does the following:

- Supervises and  regulates the securities markets, including 
public offerings, trading of securities, stock exchanges, broker-
age firms, investment companies, and mutual funds

Pensions Superintendence (Superintendencia de Pensiones - 
SUPEN). This entity does the following:

country, sell, distributed or shared with third parties, such data 
base must be notified before the “PRODHAB”.
 
Regarding the transfer of data cross border, when personal in-
formation is disclosed the data subject must sign an Informed 
Consent that has to be free, specific, informed, express and in-
dividual. 
 
It is important to note that Costa Rican law establishes special 
regulation for selling data to third parties. 
 
The official fee for the notification of the data bases before 
PRODHAB is of USD$200 per year per data base. 
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The Costa Rican banking system is regulated by: (1) the Law 
Creating the Costa Rican Central Bank, (2) the Law Creating the 
National Banking System, and (3) CONASSIF - issued regula-
tions.

Under these statutes, banking institutions that receive deposits 
from the general public require a license from CONASSIF. 

The banking system is made up of the following entities:

- The Central Bank of Costa Rica (Banco Central de Costa Rica)
- Three State banks.
- Banco Popular - a workers’ bank, funded through statutory 
payroll withholdings.

- Supervises and regulates both pension operators and 
   products

Superintendence of Financial Institutions (Superintendencia 
General de Entidades Financieras - SUGEF). This entity does 
the following:

- Supervises financial institutions individually
- Supervises financial groups on a consolidated basis

Insurance Superintendence (Superintendencia General de 
Seguros - SUGESE). This entity does the following:

- Supervises and regulates the insurance market

BANKING SYSTEM

- BANHVI - a state-owned mortgage bank, which was created to 
help provide home loans to low-income families.

- Twelve private banks - Davivienda, Scotiabank, Citibank, 
Lafise, Promerica, Cathay, BAC San  Jose, BCT, CMB, Bansol, 
Banco General, and Improsa.

Credit applicants (individuals, companies, or economic 
groups) are subject to a legal lending limit of twenty percent 
of the bank’s capital. There is no deposit insurance for private 
banks, but the Costa Rican government does guarantee state 
bank deposits.

ARIAS & MUÑOZ EXPERTISE IN BANKING &
FINANCE

Arias & Muñoz offers specialized services for some of the most 
important multilateral and international financial institutions. 
Consequently, the firm’s team of professionals has indepth 
expertise in regulatory matters pertaining to banking law and 
offers the following services:
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Structuring and negotiating complex financing 
transactions.

Structuring mortgage credits and preparing 
accompanying documentation.

Securing syndicated loan agreements.

Setting up various types of trusts, including security trusts.

Obtaining documentary credits.

Advising on leasing operations and factoring.

Advising on project finance transactions.

Advising on banking law and regulatory matters.

Reviewing contracts and financial operations to verify 
compliance with regulations.

Analyzing bills and drafts of banking regulations prior to 
their issuance by regulatory authorities.

Opening of letters of credit and credit lines.

Advising on and challenging proceedings undertaken by 
regulatory bodies.

Advising on regulations applying to offshore activities.

Registering banks and financial institutions at the 
respective regulatory body.

Registering non-financial entities with SUGEF to comply 
with anti-money laundering controls.

Advising on compliance with banking laws and prudential 
regulations.

Obtaining Central Bank recognition for entities as first-
order banks and as institutions normally dedicated to 
carrying out international operations.

Counseling on tax matters for banking and non-banking 
businesses.

Counseling on tax matters for financial and non-financial 
entities.

On an ongoing basis, Arias & Muñoz provides services within 
the Central American region to facilitate key banking operations 
that require strong contractual support and knowledge of the 
region’s financial marketplace.

CAPITAL MARKETS

Costa Rica’s capital markets, in comparison to its banking sys-
tem, are still incipient. Costa Rica’s National Stock Exchange 
(Bolsa Nacional de Valores) has been exerting efforts to de-
velop local and regional capital markets and has opened an 
equities market for smaller domestic companies - called MAPA, 
similar to the London Stock Exchange’s Alternative Investment 
Market - and a foreign exchange derivatives market. 

In addition, the Costa Rican Stock Exchange is working on an 
agreement between Central America’s other stock exchanges to 
pool market infrastructure, trading platforms, and technology 
so as to develop a regional capital market.

The appearance and growth of institutional investors such as 
investment and pension funds has been significant in the past 
few years. Nevertheless, both the Costa Rican Stock Exchange 
and the stock market’s regulatory bodies are currently focused 
on attracting both local and foreign investors to further con-
solidate the equities market. Additionally, the National Stock 
Exchange is promoting integration with other stock markets in 
the region, beginning with a cooperation agreement with the 
Panamanian Stock Exchange.
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Costa Rica’s stock market has largely dematerialized to elec-
tronically issued securities. Additionally, the Central Bank of 
Costa Rica has created a modern payment system that has con-
tributed to developing domestic financial markets. Costa Rica’s 
Stock Exchange has automated trading systems and operates 
on a T+3 settlement basis for share purchases.

In order to list securities on the Costa Rican Stock Exchange, 
companies must obtain SUGEVAL’s authorization for a public 
offering of securities and meet the stock exchange’s require-
ments.

ARIAS & MUÑOZ EXPERTISE IN CAPITAL MARKETS 

Arias & Muñoz is one of the leading firms in the capital markets 
field. The services we offer include counseling on:

Registering and de-registering proceedings with SUGEVAL.

Regulatory compliance.

Public, restricted public and private offerings of securities.

Tenders.

Structured financial products.

Equity investments.

Structuring and documentation of asset securitization.

Securities enforcement.

Structuring and negotiating securities contracts.

Investment funds, including real estate funds and 
development funds.

Tax matters concerning securities issues.

INSURANCE

For 84 years the National Insurance Institute (Instituto Nacional 
de Seguros - INS), a state-owned insurance monopoly, was 
Costa Rica’s only  authorized insurance provider; however, the 
insurance market was opened up to competition in 2008 as a 
result  of the country’s commitments under CAFTA-DR.

The  Insurance Market Act (Ley  Reguladora del Mercado de 
Seguros) provides the regulatory framework for authorizing, 
regulating, supervising, and developing all insurance, reinsu-
rance, insurance intermediation, and auxiliary service activities, 
in addition to overseeing consumer rights.  This law creates the 
necessary conditions for developing the insurance market and 
guaranteeing effective market competition among participa-
ting entities. SUGESE, under the supervision and direction of 
CONASSIF, has been created as the regulatory entity for these 
activities.

- Only entities with the corresponding administrative authoriza-
tion can undertake both public insurance offering and any in-
surance business. Consequently, only entities that comply with 
the minimum capital and suitability requirements established 
by the law  and its regulations can operate in Costa Rica’s insu-
rance market.

- Entities that offer cross-border services regulated under inter-
national treaties will first have to register with SUGESE.

ARIAS & MUÑOZ EXPERTISE IN THE INSURANCE 
MARKET

Arias & Muñoz regularly advises its clients on insurance law 
matters. Our team closely followed the negotiation and approval 
of the Free Trade Agreement between the United States of Ame-
rica and Central American countries (CAFTA-DR), and the re-
cent insurance laws and regulations.    

Arias & Muñoz offers its clients a wide range of insurance ser-
vices, such as:
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Undertaking an initial analysis of the local insurance market 
and its business opportunities.

Providing detailed reports on licensing requirements. 

Assisting in conflict resolution and litigation against 
policyholders and third-party claimants.

Offering legal advice for day-to-day business.

Additionally, the Arias & Muñoz team provides legal advice for 
both local and regional insurance and reinsurance firms on:

Regulatory procedures at the local regulators.

General licensing and authorization procedures.

Specific licensing and authorization procedures for insu-
rance producers and accreditations for individual agents 
and brokers.

Registration procedures for insurance companies offering 
cross-border services.

Registration of representation offices for foreign insurers.

Insurance and reinsurance policies, including policy regis-
tration and authorization at the regulator.

Local tax-related matters for insurance and reinsurance 
companies.

Registration proceedings before SUPEN.

Regulatory compliance.

Advice on mandatory and supplementary pension plans.

Tax counseling on pension fund matters.

PENSIONS

The Statute for the Protection of Employees regulates the opera-
tion of pension services providers and products, which include 
both mandatory and supplementary pension funds. Pension 
funds are allowed to invest in foreign securities traded in local 
or foreign stock markets.
 

ARIAS & MUÑOZ EXPERTISE IN PENSIONS

Arias & Muñoz offers the following services: 
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