
COSTA RICA: 
Sustainability champion 
opens up to the world
With its new government expanding the country’s 
presence on the global stage and removing red 
tape for doing business, now is the ideal time 
to explore the many opportunities for trade and 
investment in a diverse economy
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Boasting the most powerful 
economy in Central America 
and an enviable reputation as 
a leading destination for glob-
al technology giants thanks to 
its excellent manufacturing ca-
pabilities and skilled human 
resources, Costa Rica is going 
from strength to strength and is 
ideally positioned to take advan-
tage of the trend for nearshoring 
by US companies as they retreat 
from Asia Pacific nations.

Long popular with interna-
tional tourists given its favorable 
climate, safe and welcoming civil 
environment and superb flora 

and fauna, the country of 5.2 mil-
lion people has grown into a ma-
jor technology and outsourcing 
hub for hardware and software 
companies, as well as manufac-
turers of cutting-edge medical 
technology (medtech) devices.

President Rodrigo Chaves 
heads a business-friendly ad-
ministration that — through 
various organizational channels 
— is committed to streamlining 
and simplifying trade and com-
merce legislation and regulations 
to boost foreign direct invest-
ment (FDI) in a host of sectors. 
Courtesy of a trade liberalization 

policy and preferential trade 
agreements with 51 countries, 
the economy is forecast to grow 
4.3% in 2022 as tourism and ex-
ports perform strongly. Exports 
in 2021 surged 24% over 2020.

“Vision without action is an 
illusion,” says President Chaves. 
“Our vision is to bring Costa 
Rica to the world through our 
products and services, in prac-
tical terms, that means more 
international trade and interna-
tional trade facilitation. Instead 
of red tape, investors will enjoy 
a red carpet; we are removing all 

restrictions, simplifying proce-
dures and improving legal cer-
tainty so that Costa Rica is the 
ideal investment destination.”

This upbeat view is echoed by 
Manuel Tovar, Minister of For-
eign Trade, who notes the nation 
enjoys preferential access to two-
thirds of global GDP and one-
third of the world’s population.

“In addition, we wish to 
join the Pacific Alliance [Latin 
American trade bloc] and the 
Comprehensive and Progressive 
Agreement for Trans-Pacific 
Partnership (CPTPP),” he says.

Diversified and open 
economy offers ideal 
platform for growth
Now is the ideal time to invest in one of Costa Rica’s 
many thriving sectors as the pro-business government 
rolls out a red carpet for investors and removes red tape

COSTA RICA SUSTAINABILITY CHAMPION OPENS UP TO THE WORLD

Known for its natural beauty, Costa Rica’s growing ecomony is also very attractive

Rodrigo Chaves
President

Manuel Tovar
Minister of Foreign Trade

www.corbana.co.cr

Corbana’s innovation ensures  Corbana’s innovation ensures  
Costa Rican bananas remain  Costa Rican bananas remain  

the best in the worldthe best in the world
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Juggling the twin goals of attract-
ing major FDI and promoting 
Costa Rican goods and services to 
scores of export markets, Promo-
tora de Comercio Exterior de Cos-
ta Rica (Procomer) is a key figure 
in the country’s thriving trade and 
industry arena.

As a Public Private Partnership 
(PPP) dedicated to international 
commerce, Procomer is highly ac-
tive in a host of sectors. Its core 
activities include export promo-
tion and the development of free 
trade zones. The agency has more 
than two dozen branches world-
wide as it works to grow Costa  
Rica’s global trade footprint 
across continents.

Exports now represent 36% of 
GDP and are responsible for more 
than 700,000 jobs. The country 
exports more than 4,000 differ-
ent products to 160 countries. 
According to Procomer Managing 
Director Pedro Beirute, this very 
diversified pool of products and 
services boosts competitiveness 
and reduces exposure to risks 
associated with various market 
circumstances. Meanwhile, a 
long-running country branding 
campaign has been hugely suc-
cessful, as he explains.

“Nine years after its launch, our 
country branding ‘Essential Costa 
Rica’ has proven to be a very pow-
erful and successful international 

promotion and positioning tool, 
as evidenced by the figures for ex-
ports, tourism and foreign invest-
ment; sectors that represent the 
great engines of the economy, as 
well as generators of employment 
and well-being for the country,”  
he states.

“Likewise, this country brand-
ing has been successful due to rea-
sons such as its apolitical nature, 
comprehensive messages and a 
human talent that stands out in 
each exported product, in each 
worker hired by a multination-
al company and in each person  
who expresses our culture and  
idiosyncrasy.

“For all this, for the future we 
foresee the generation of more 
messages focused on sustainabil-

ity, not only environmental as 
mentioned above, but also eco-
nomic and social. Costa Rica has 
been a model of sustainability for 
many years and we must contin-
ue taking advantage of that good  
reputation to generate well-being 
for Costa Ricans, and that applies 
to the trade, tourism and invest-
ment sectors.”

The senior executive adds that 
national socioeconomic develop-
ment is not just related to fiscal 
performance, but to citizens’ qual-
ity of life and the services they en-
joy. “Our way to differentiate our-
selves from the rest of the world 
is by developing businesses with 
purpose; businesses in which we 
build value through our values,” 
he adds. “We are contributing to 
humanity by being a role model to 
the world: a country in which all 
our electricity is renewable.”

One of Costa Rica’s success 
stories is GBM, a leader in tech-
nology services and exclusive 
distributor for IBM. The enter-
prise also represents many other 
famous brands, such as Lenovo, 
Cisco, SAP and Microsoft.

The award-winning firm em-
ploys 2,000 people in nine coun-
tries and offers a broad range of 
infrastructure, software and IT 
services, as well as support and 
advice on the planning and im-
plementation of new technology 
for companies of all sizes. GBM 
has been recognized as one of the 
leading employers in Latin Amer-
ica due to its excellent working 
conditions and strong focus on 
staff welfare.

“We want to take our clients’ 
systems and transform them to 
the latest technologies; but in-
stead of handing it back to them, 
we want to manage everything 
for them, with more security and 
with better practices,” says GBM 
CEO, Ramón J. Aguilar.

“When you digitally transform 
and move systems to the cloud, 
they become more complex to 
manage. There is also the issue of 
security. When a computer is in-
side a room, it’s very secure, but 
when all the systems are moved 
to different clouds, your footprint 
gets bigger and your security gets 
more complex.”

3For further information please visit www.prisma-reports.com
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ECO30’s protocol creates carbon offsets by planting healthy new trees

Exports conquer new 
markets far and wide
By offering a diversified range of quality products and services 
to international markets, Costa Rica has built an outstanding 
reputation with the help of dynamic trade entity Procomer

Pedro Beirute
Managing Director, Procomer
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Costa Rica’s approach to econom-
ic development offers inspiration 
to others, according to Pedro 
Beirute, managing director of Pro-
motora de Comercio Exterior de 
Costa Rica (Procomer), the highly 
respected export promotion agen-
cy: “When we think about prog-
ress, we think about sustainable 
progress; we have worked that way 
for 30 years and will continue to 
do so. In Costa Rica, sustainabil-
ity is understood to have a triple 
bottom line: economic, social and 
environmental.”

That mantra is followed by 
Costa Rica’s most success-
ful enterprises, including BAC 
Credomatic, Central America’s 
leading universal bank that has a 
presence in six countries. Named 
Best Bank in Costa Rica by Global 
Finance Magazine in 2022, BAC 
is focused on adding triple value, 
says country manager, Federico 
Odio: “Success for us is good eco-
nomic performance, but we also 
want to be net positive in our envi-
ronmental and social footprints.” 

Already carbon neutral and a 
signatory of the United Nations’ 
Principles for Responsible Bank-
ing, plus the global Partnership for 
Carbon Accounting Financials, 
BAC aims to be net positive for 
carbon, water and waste by 2025. 
“Our longer-term aspiration is to 
catalyze clients to join us on this 
journey, so that we can, together, 
leave a positive balance for future 
generations,” states Odio. BAC 
has also invested to be at the fore-
front of technological innovation 
in order to foster financial inclu-
sion and growth in small and me-
dium-sized enterprises (SMEs), 
he adds: “BAC has a large number 
of SME clients, many owned by 
women, and we generate solutions 
specifically for them.”

Another organization that illus-
trates the triple-value concept is 

La Corporación Bananera Nacio-
nal (Corbana), the body respon-
sible for promoting and advancing 
the quality of Costa Rican banan-
as, the only bananas to have geo-
graphical indication recognition 
from the European Union (EU), 
says Corbana’s general manager, 
Jorge Sauma: “Great effort goes 
into guaranteeing that our banan-
as meet high environmental and 
social standards. For example, 
53% of our farms are already car-
bon neutral, workers receive good 
salaries and all join a social securi-
ty scheme.”

Among its many services, Cor-
bana operates an internationally 
renowned banana research insti-
tute, which focuses on increasing 
productivity and reducing agro-
chemical usage. One priority is de-
veloping solutions to the Tropical 
Race 4 (TR4) strain of the Fusar-
ium fungus. Although not pres-
ent in Costa Rica, TR4 causes a 
currently untreatable disease that 
threatens worldwide production. 
“It’s the biggest challenge facing 
the banana industry, which gen-
erates 40,000 direct and 100,000 
indirect jobs in Costa Rica,” ex-
plains Sauma.

Today, about 32% of the nation’s 
$1-billion annual banana export 
crop goes to the US, Costa Rica’s 
biggest trade partner. According 
to Procomer’s Beirute, exports of 
all goods to the US have seen dou-
ble-digit annual growth over the 

last 2-3 years: “That’s because of 
our close location, stability, talent, 
rule of law and incentives. We also 
have more companies involved in 
nearshoring and friendshoring ac-
tivities here now. Costa Rica is the 
ideal partner for this as we are just 
2.5 hours away from the US.” 

Ramón J. Aguilar, CEO of 
GBM, a leading regional infor-
mation technology (IT) compa-
ny that provides its clients with 
cutting-edge hardware, software, 
consulting and services, backs up 
this statement: “Nearshoring and 
offshore services are great oppor-

tunities for the country. That has a 
vital social aspect, as US firms will 
want to bring software factories 
here and to employ programmers. 
Companies like GBM are putting 
a lot of energy into English pro-
gramming training through foun-
dations, which will enable many 
young people to be lifted out of 
poverty quickly.”

Winner of the Microsoft Part-
ner of the Year Costa Rica Award 
2022 and Cisco’s first partner in 
the region for sustainable devel-
opment, GBM’s alliances with 
numerous technology giants are 
helping it drive the nation’s digital 
transformation in other ways too, 
he says: “For instance, it’s expen-
sive for firms to have complex IT 
systems in house. By becoming 
the IT center for our clients, GBM 
can manage everything faster, bet-
ter and cheaper.”

Triple-value bottom 
line in sustainable 
development
For Costa Rica’s most successful and influential 
enterprises, the three priorities are having positive 
economic, environmental and social footprints

Jorge Sauma
General Manager, Corbana

Federico Odio
Country Manager, BAC Credomatic

Ramón J. Aguilar
CEO, GBM

Costa Rica’s vibrant capital, San José
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When we think about progress, we think about sustainable 
progress; we have worked that way for 30 years.”
Pedro Beirute, Managing Director, Procomer
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Costa Rica has recorded an 
annual average 6.7% growth 
in its export sales over the last 
20 years and achieved another 
steep rise of 13% between Jan-
uary and October 2022, during 
which period the value of its ex-
ports was $9.35 billion. 

The country’s openness to 
the world is a major factor in 
this performance, says Minister 
of Foreign Trade Manuel Tovar: 
“To date, we have negotiated 
agreements with 51 countries 
that give us preferential access 
to two-thirds of global gross do-
mestic product (GDP) and one-
third of the world’s population.” 
Those agreements include ones 
with the US, Canada, Latin 
American and Caribbean na-
tions, China, Singapore, South 
Korea and the European Union. 

Additional pacts are set to 
follow, he adds: “Under Presi-
dent Chaves’ government, Cos-
ta Rica is focusing on the world 
and we have an ambitious agen-
da of further integration into the 
global economy. The exception-
al work of Procomer, which the 
International Trade Center has 
ranked as the world’s best trade 
promotion agency for several 
years, is also fundamental to our 
success.”

Added to this is the fact that 
the country has emphatically di-
versified and added value to its 
exportable goods and services. 
“Today, Costa Rica is a Latin 
American leader in areas like 
technology, electrical compo-
nents and life sciences. Medical 
devices represent 35% of the 
goods we export, while business 
and information technology 
services, software and telecom-
munications are also important 
sectors,” he notes.

A cluster of high-tech mul-

tinationals have bases in Costa 
Rica, including Oracle, Sam-
sung, Panasonic and Intel, which 
was among the first to spot its 
potential 25 years ago. At Intel’s 
inauguration of a new plant in 
2022, CEO Pat Gelsinger said: 
“Costa Rica is an appropriate 
location for this important ex-
pansion of our assembly and 
testing operations. The work we 
do here is critical to rebalancing 
the global semiconductor sup-
ply chain and supplying the in-
dustry with much-needed chips. 
We appreciate the partnership, 
passion and commitment of the 
local government, community 
and ecosystem.”

More US manufacturers are 
likely to arrive soon as a result 
of Costa Rica, along with the 
Dominican Republic, Panama 
and the US, signing a memo-
randum of understanding to 
advance the US-Alliance for De-
velopment in Democracy, which 
aims to strengthen supply chain 
resiliency and economic cooper-
ation. The nation’s second-big-
gest export revenue generator 
after medical devices is agricul-
ture. It is the world’s leading ex-
porter of pineapples, among the 

top four for bananas and sup-
plies various other in-demand 
items like coffee and cocoa, 
Tovar says: “Our agricultural 
products are distinguished by 
great quality, a commitment to 
the environment and the high-
est labor standards. Of course, 
another major industry for the 
country is tourism.”

Essential vacation experiences
Costa Rica is famous for its 
stunning Pacific and Caribbe-
an beaches, plus an array of 
jaw-dropping landscapes, which 
include lush rainforests that are 
home to 6.5% of the world’s bio-
diversity. Pre-pandemic, those 
and lesser-known attractions 
drew in over 3 million visitors 
a year.

The industry experienced 
a substantial recovery from 
COVID in 2022 and the Costa 
Rican Tourism Board has de-
vised a new plan for tourism 
to encourage a 100% return 
to form this year. The plan is 
based on three pillars, says 
Minister of Tourism William 
Rodríguez: “The first is innova-
tion: we have to be innovative in 
exploiting new tourism niches 
and in diversifying our tourism 
product. Our main markets will 
continue to be sun, sand and ad-
venture but, for instance, we are 
now putting greater emphasis 
on sectors like digital nomads 

and nautical tourism, especial-
ly in terms of yachts and super 
yachts.”

The second pillar is inclusiv-
ity. “The world generally sees 
tourism as an economic activity 
that is measured by how much 
it contributes to GDP and so 
on. As a sector, we have con-
centrated on the economics and 
not given enough weight to the 
social element. So we are mak-
ing all our tourist attractions 
accessible to everyone, be they 
older people, minors or those 
with disabilities. The possibility 
of enjoying Costa Rica’s beauty 
should be open to the world,” 
asserts Rodríguez.

The plan’s final pillar is envi-
ronmental, social and economic 
sustainability. Costa Rica has 
already received international 
acclaim in this area, with a large 
part of the country’s pristine 
natural environment being pro-
tected in national parks and re-
serves that limit the number of 
tourists who can visit at any one 
time. The government is also 
working on new measures to 
boost local tourism businesses, 
particularly entrepreneurial mi-
cro and small firms. 

Rodríguez sums up his vision 
for the future of tourism in Cos-
ta Rica: “Our essence is to be a 
destination where people come 
not just for a vacation, but to 
enrich themselves as humans.”

Poás is one of over 60 active volcanoes in Costa Rica

COSTA RICA SUSTAINABILITY CHAMPION OPENS UP TO THE WORLD
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Enriching destination for business and tourism
Dynamic Costa Rica’s openness to the world benefits 
both high-tech industries and more traditional sectors 
such as agriculture and tourism

William Rodríguez
Minister of Tourism

We have an ambitious agenda of further integration into 
the global economy.”
Manuel Tovar, Minister of Foreign Trade
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Tourists wanting to experience 
unforgettable Costa Rica benefit 
from a large number of direct in-
ternational flights to the country. 
“We have excellent air connec-
tivity, especially with the US,” 
confirms Minister of Tourism 
William Rodríguez, “Costa Rica 
has the second-highest connectiv-
ity with the US in Latin America, 
with nine North American pas-
senger airlines flying here.”

For 80% of tourists arriving by 
plane, the gateway is Juan San-
tamaría International Airport 
(SJO), which lies 12 miles west 
of the vibrant capital, San José. 24 
international airlines connecting 
Costa Rica with 34 global destina-
tions operate from SJO. 

“In 2019, 5.4 million passen-
gers passed through our airport. 
That dropped during the pan-
demic, but by August 2022 we 
had recovered 95% of our tour-
ism traffic and we estimate we 
will reach 2019’s numbers by the 
middle of this year. Notably, only 
3% of tourists arriving make con-
nections — the rest remain in the 
country for over 2 weeks on aver-
age, which, after New Zealand, is 
the second-longest average stay 
globally,” reveals Ricardo Hernán-
dez, CEO of Aeris Holding Costa 
Rica, which is responsible for op-
erating, maintaining, financing, 
remodeling and promoting the 
airport.

In 2022, SJO was named best 
airport in Central America and 
the Caribbean at the World Air-
port Awards, although Hernán-
dez is keen to stress that Aeris 
shares the credit for this with oth-
ers: “Approximately 6,000 people 
work at the airport, of which 200 
are Aeris’ direct employees. There 
is a spirit of collaboration among 
all of the organizations that op-
erate at SJO, as well as with enti-
ties like the Costa Rican Tourism 
Board (ICT) and government 
authorities — the airport is a pub-

lic-private partnership in which 
the state is a genuine partner. Ae-
ris’ role is to find out what each 
stakeholder needs to offer the best 
quality services within the airport, 
in alignment with the country’s 
approach to tourism, and to in-
vest in facilitating that.”

Equally important to the CEO 
is that SJO won the prize for 
best airport staff in its region at 
the awards: “Just as we focus on 
the passenger experience, we be-
lieve in the employee experience. 
Our employees are the center of 
the organization and our job is 

to provide them with empathy, 
clear communication and train-
ing to equip them with the tools 
to achieve their professional and 
personal goals and to go the extra 
mile in their work.” 

To retain SJO’s position as the 
region’s top airport, Aeris will 
continue collaborating with other 
stakeholders and investing in in-
frastructure, innovation, technol-
ogy and sustainability, an area in 
which it is already a pioneer. “Sus-
tainability matters in Costa Rica. 

For us to be the best airport that 
also contributes to the country, 
operating in a sustainable manner 
is non-negotiable,” he insists.

Empowering women
Another aspect of tourism where 
Costa Rica excels is gender equal-
ity, which is a “fundamental el-
ement of our tourism model,” 
according to Rodríguez. Evidence 
of its ongoing efforts to support 
women in the sector came in Sep-
tember, when 175 female entre-
preneurs joined a World Tourism 
Organization training program 
led by the ICT. “The successful 
initiative aimed to strengthen the 
entrepreneurs and help them with 
commercialization,” states Minis-
ter for the Status of Women Cin-
dy Quesada.

The new government has made 
equality a top priority, with an em-
phasis on the economic autonomy 
of women; care systems for chil-
dren, people with disabilities and 
older adults; the fight against gen-

der-related violence; and the pro-
motion of women’s rights. Unlike 
other Latin American countries, 
Costa Rica already has the right 
institutional framework in place 
to achieve its goals, says Quesa-
da: “We have the advantage of 
the National Institute for Women 
(INAMU), which was created in 
1998 as the public entity for pro-
moting equality. It’s a stable insti-
tution with economic resources.”

Among INAMU’s activities, 
it works closely with ministries, 

the National Institute of Learn-
ing, universities and others to 
strengthen women’s businesses 
and technical training through-
out the country. One of its most 
important schemes to date has 
been a non-reimbursable funding 
program for entrepreneurs, she 
believes: “Traditional banks often 
demand real-estate guarantees 
that the vast majority of Costa 
Rican women don’t have, so this 
is an opportunity for them to be 
able to access financing. Our in-
vestments are normally made as 
equity capital, the program has 
changed many lives and demand 
is huge.” 

Another sector with numerous 
female business owners and work-
ers is agriculture and INAMU 
works alongside the Ministry of 
Agriculture to increase the eco-
nomic autonomy and employabil-
ity of women in the industry via 
programs that are also increasing 
the quality and diversity of the 
country’s agricultural produce. 

“One thing we have in the 
pipeline is providing technical 
support to link production with 
food security and a response to 
climate change. That’s about ac-
tivities that generate income, are 
sustainable and help recover eco-
logical spaces that may have been 
degraded, such as mangroves and 
deforested public areas. In addi-
tion to producing oxygen, lost tra-
ditional and nutritious foods can 
be grown in those areas,” enthus-
es Quesada. “Initiatives like this 
improve the economic situation 
of women and further empower 
them by giving value to what they 
are doing, which is something 
that’s important for the commu-
nity and the planet.”

INAMU supports equality in science education, training and employment

Ricardo Hernández
CEO, Aeris Holding Costa Rica

Committed to equality 
and collaboration
Tourism illustrates how Costa Rica has become an 
innovative leader in various sectors through public-private 
collaboration and by nurturing female entrepreneurs

COSTA RICA SUSTAINABILITY CHAMPION OPENS UP TO THE WORLD
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Our investments are normally made as equity capital, the 
program has changed many lives and demand is huge.”
Cindy Quesada, Minister for the Status of Women
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According to Investment Mon-
itor’s 2022 analysis, Costa Rica 
ranks first in the world for its 
inward foreign direct investment 
(FDI) levels, which are running at 
13.4 times the volume expected 
when compared to the size of its 
gross domestic product. Central 
to that performance is the Cos-
ta Rican Investment Promotion 
Agency (CINDE), a non-profit 
private entity that works in close 
partnership with the government.

“Our role is to promote the 
country, attract international 
companies and retain those com-
panies. A vital part of our job is 
listening to investors, passing on 
their needs to the government so 
that it can quickly adjust the in-
vestment climate, and facilitating 
connections between companies 
and the president, ministers and 
public entities, who are always 
very accessible in Costa Rica,” 
says Vanessa Gibson, director of 
investment climate at CINDE.

In recent years, the agency has 
consistently been recognized by 
the International Trade Center 
as the world’s best investment 
promotion body. Gibson attri-
butes that success to the coun-
try itself: “Costa Rica is a great 
product to promote! Importantly, 
we have a good understanding 
of the requirements of both the 
private and public sectors, and of 
how to find synergies to achieve 
our common goal: prosperity of 
the country and of businesses. 
Costa Rica’s value proposition 
includes 3 Ps: people, planet and 
prosperity, and that is reflected 
in the investors we attract. They 
are companies that are integrated 
into our philosophy of seeking the 
development of our people, with 
an ambition to impact the plan-
et by making it more sustainable 
and, on top of that, generating 
prosperity.”

In 2021, 63% of Costa Rica’s 
inward FDI came from investors 

working in technology, life sci-
ences, business and professional 
services, Investment Monitor 
reports. “The activities that have 
positioned the country where it 
is today are medical device man-
ufacturing, other advanced man-
ufacturing and a buoyant, rapidly 
expanding corporate services sec-

tor. Costa Rica is evolving hand in 
hand with technological advances 
and global trends,” confirms Gib-
son. 

An illustration of this is the 
number of manufacturing firms 
that are now carrying out research 
and development in the coun-
try, she notes: “This is directly 
correlated to the fact that we’ve 
attracted so many North Amer-
ican multinational companies, 
which see Costa Rica not only as 
a nearshoring destination, but as 
a complementary extension of the 
US. They recognize that they can 
replicate their corporate values 
in a country that welcomes them 
and is closely aligned with the 
same values.”

Costa Rica’s advantages for in-
vestors are varied and depend on 
the sector they are operating in, 
but one factor benefits all of them 
when it comes to added value: 
highly skilled talent. 

“Our main asset is our peo-
ple — we invest to ensure that 
the country will always have the 
quality of human resources com-
panies are looking for. In this area, 
CINDE acts as a facilitator. We 
work with the Ministry of Public 
Education, the entire education 
and training sector, plus compa-
nies, which provide feedback on 
the talent they find and gaps that 
have to be filled. As an example of 
the results of this approach, we’ve 
created a new 3-year technical 
course in artificial intelligence for 

15-year-old students, which is tai-
lored to businesses that provided 
the content for the program,” she 
reveals.

Training that continually evolves 
A key organization in the educa-
tion and training ecosystem is the 
National Institute of Learning 
(INA), which offers free skills-
based training to any Costa Ri-
cans over the age of 15 through 
54 vocational training centers 
that are spread across the nation. 
“In 2021 we had 192,000 student 
enrollments. We offer appren-
ticeship programs that can last 
up to two years, shorter training 
modules and accreditation ser-
vices. We also have five business 

development centers for training 
entrepreneurs and we provide 
scholarships. Our resources are 
prioritized toward supporting 
young people, women, the unem-
ployed and other disadvantaged 
or marginalized groups,” explains 
INA’s CEO, Juan Alfaro. 

INA has played a vital role in 
transforming the country into 
a hub for medical device manu-
facturing and other high-tech in-
dustries by reskilling workers for 
those sectors, Alfaro says: “We 
are very aware of the opportuni-
ties that still exist in these areas 
and will continue taking them to 
promote the development of the 
country and of our population. 
For instance, we are researching 
how we can produce people with 
the design and programming ca-
pacity needed in aspects of the 
metaverse’s architecture, we are 
advancing into industry 4.0 and 
we have enrolled close to 1,000 
students on a new course in cy-
bersecurity in just 3 months. Our 
aim is to be continually evolving.” 

The CEO’s main mission is 
to ensure that INA’s training 
programs lead to employabili-
ty, which means targeting them 
precisely to the requirement of 
businesses, he asserts: “We’re 
in constant dialogue with the 
private sector, industry clusters, 
chambers of commerce and orga-
nizations like CINDE in order to 
understand and put into practice 
companies’ needs — not just for 
today, but in 5 years time. We 
have an obligation to stay ahead 
by designing programs and start-
ing to train people in the skills of 
the future now, so that they are 
available when companies need 
them.” 

Around 192,000 students enrolled in INA’s training programs in 2021

Vanessa Gibson
Director of Investment Climate  
CINDE

Costa Rica’s  
biggest asset is talent
A key advantage for inward investors is the country’s 
dedication to training its population in advanced skills 
that match businesses’ requirements

Costa Rica’s value proposition includes 3 Ps: people, 
planet and prosperity, and that is reflected in the 
investors we attract.”
Vanessa Gibson, Director of Investment Climate, CINDE
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Costa Rica’s decades-long focus 
on contributing to the global fight 
against climate change makes it 
fertile ground for innovators in 
sustainable technologies. One 
illustration of this is ECO30, a 
young software firm that is weav-
ing together the country’s passion 
for sustainability with natural 
solutions and blockchain technol-
ogy to position itself as a world-
wide leader in carbon offsetting. 

ECO30 set out to solve a grow-
ing problem: the fact that the 
traditional system for generating 
carbon offsets by planting trees is 
not working effectively. It is an in-
dustry that was worth $1 billion in 
2021 and is expected to reach $35 
billion by 2030, but the processes 
currently used for verifying and 
quantifying the trees involved are 
complex, slow and manual. 

The firm’s answer was to create 
a scalable protocol for high-quality 
offsets that enables full, transpar-
ent traceability from seed to off-
set. This utilizes technologies like 
Internet of Things devices and un-
manned aerial drones to capture 
accurate data in minutes, which 
is stored in blockchains to make 
it inherently immutable and ver-
ifiable. The company’s commit-
ment to transparency extends to 

regular online documentary-style 
updates that evidence the stages 
of a carbon offset’s growth, which 
also provide a chance to meet its 
community of Costa Rican farm-
ers, planters, forest engineers and 
its team members. 

As well as supporting the plan-
et’s decarbonization and demon-
strating how nature and technol-
ogy can be symbiotic, ECO30’s 
activities will have significant 

economic and social benefits for 
the country. For example, it aims 
to reforest 5,000 hectares of land 
a year, generating revenue for 
landowners and employment for 
planters, while the creation of a 
marketplace for the sale of im-
mutable carbon offsets will estab-
lish a profitable new export sector.

 
Hydrogen powers up for takeoff
Ad Astra Rocket Company offers 
a very different example of the na-
tion’s potential for innovators in 
sustainability. This NASA spinoff 
was founded in 2005 by Franklin 
Chang — a Costa-Rican native 

with 25 years’ experience as an 
astronaut and a PhD in nuclear 
physics from the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology — who 
was named as one of the 100 
most-intriguing entrepreneurs at 
Goldman Sachs’ 2021 Builders + 
Innovators Summit. 

From its base near Space Cen-
ter Houston in Texas, Ad Astra is 
developing a revolutionary plasma 
engine for space propulsion that 
should soon be ready for com-
mercialization. Requiring less fuel 
than conventional rocket engines, 
this will allow longer space jour-
neys over far greater distances.

In 2010, Ad Astra set up a 
Costa Rican subsidiary, initially 
to bolster its space research ac-
tivities. However, says Chang: 
“We’ve changed our focus in Cos-
ta Rica toward renewable energy 
and hydrogen in transportation 
and other areas. By developing 

technologies like fuel cells, hydro-
gen-fuelled electric vehicles and 
hydrogen electrolysis, we’re mov-
ing to the decarbonization of the 
whole economy. Eventually, these 
technologies are going to come 
together in space: when we start 
building infrastructure on the 
moon, for example, we’re going to 
need excavators, bulldozers and 
so on. These things are not going 
to use diesel or natural gas, they’re 
going to use hydrogen.”

With ample sun, wind, ocean 
waters and a well-developed grid 
for transporting the gas in the 
form of electricity, Costa Rica is 

the perfect laboratory for a hydro-
gen-based transportation ecosys-
tem — which the company has 
taken full advantage of.

“We’ve established renewable 
energy generation; hydrogen pro-
duction, compression, storage 
and transportation; and we’ve de-
veloped four fuel-cell electric cars 
and a bus. We’re Latin America’s 
pioneer in integrated hydrogen 
systems and now we want to scale 
up to produce 500 kilograms of 
hydrogen a day initially, so that we 
can feed a fleet of vehicles. We’re 
most interested in heavy transpor-
tation like trucks, buses, trains, 
ships and jet aircraft,” he states.

Beyond transportation, Chang 
says hydrogen can become a ma-
jor export commodity for Costa 
Rica, while also powering and 
heating its homes and industries, 
and providing the raw ingredient 
for fertilizers. Additionally, the 
byproducts of every kilogram of 
hydrogen that Ad Astra produces 
are 8 kilograms of oxygen, which 
could be used in aquaculture, and 
9 liters of pure, clean water that 
would be ideally suited to, for in-
stance, beverage  companies.

Although the firm is mainly 
advancing in Costa Rica through 
hydrogen, in 2021 it support-
ed the design and construction 
of LeoLabs’ first radar in the 
equatorial band, part of a global 
network of devices for tracking 
space debris, he notes: “It’s the 
world’s most-advanced space ra-
dar. We created and built this ra-
dar in Costa Rica where it’s sited 
just a few miles from our facility. 
That goes to show that a country 
doesn’t have to be large to inno-
vate — all it needs is brains and 
we have plenty of those here.”

ECO30 plans to plant 5,000 hectares of trees in the country every yearAd Astra Rocket Company is creating a hydrogen ecosystem in Costa Rica

Healthy environment 
for innovation
Costa Rica offers the ideal conditions for entrepreneurs 
working in diverse sustainable technologies, including 
carbon offsetting, green hydrogen and fuel-cell vehicles
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A country doesn’t have to be large to innovate — all it 
needs is brains and we have plenty of those here.”
Franklin Chang, CEO, Ad Astra Rocket Company
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Costa Rica’s booming medtech 
sector generated export sales 
worth $5.2 billion in 2021, 33% 
more than in the previous year. 
Described by Health Tech World 
magazine in 2022 as the medtech 
giant of the Americas, the country 
is home to 92 companies that are 
manufacturing a wide variety of 
advanced medical devices, 10 of 
which are also engaged in research 
and development. Among those 
firms are 14 of the world’s top-
100 medtech businesses, includ-
ing Boston Scientific, Smith & 
Nephew, the Cooper Companies, 
Hologic, Abbott Laboratories, 
Philips and Cardinal Health.

Another is Edwards Life-
sciences, the global leader in 
replacement heart valves and 
hemodynamic monitoring. Head-
quartered in the US, Edwards has 
a presence in approximately 100 
countries, around 8,500 employ-
ees worldwide and its innovative 
products that target heart disease 
and critical-care monitoring have 
been used to treat over 2 million 
patients to date. With projected 
sales of $5.6-$6.0 billion this year, 
an increase of 9%-12% on 2022’s 
figure, demand for the company’s 
products is growing rapidly as a 
result of global population aging, 
rising incidence of rheumatic 
fever and improving diagnostic 
technologies.

To be able to service that de-
mand, in 2016 Edwards expanded 
its operations into Costa Rica, 
where it set up a plant to assist its 
production of heart valves in the 
US and other locations. A year 
later, the company revealed it was 
investing $100 million to build a 
second facility in the country to 
enable start-to-finish manufac-
turing for global export. “Since we 
established operations in Costa 
Rica, we have appreciation for the 
excellent business and political 
environment to help develop our 
operations. This good experience, 

along with the excellent workforce 
we found, has supported our de-
cision to proceed with our plans 
to build a modern, state-of-the-art 
heart valve manufacturing facili-
ty,” said Edwards’ CEO Michael 
Mussallem at the time. 

The new plant covers over 
25,000 square meters and was in-
augurated in 2019. According to 
Mussallem: “Our talented team 
in Costa Rica is building the capa-
bilities to support our long-term 
growth aspirations and to meet 
the high-quality standards for Ed-
wards’ sophisticated heart valve 
technologies. The success in scal-
ing our current operations in the 
country gave us confidence to ex-

pand further. We are proud of our 
employees and the passion they 
have shown for our patient-cen-
tered work at Edwards.” 

As well as multinationals, the 
medtech ecosystem includes 
homegrown businesses. An ex-
cellent example of these is multi-
award-winning Plasma Innova, 
a startup that beat prominent 
worldwide competition when it 
was selected to join the Global 
Fundraising Stage investment 
platform at 2020’s World Busi-
ness Angels Investment Forum. 
Founded in 2016, Plasma Innova 
is a pioneer in purification solu-
tions based on plasma technolo-
gies that create healthy environ-
ments free of bacteria, spores, 
allergens, odors and viruses, 
which have been certified to work 
against COVID.

The firms’s disruptive technol-
ogies are applicable in air, water or 
on surfaces. For instance, it has 
created efficient, cost-effective, 
low-maintenance air purifiers that 
are registered with the US Food 

and Drug Administration and 
which require no chemicals, filters 
or other consumables. Plasma 
Innova’s diverse product list also 
contains solutions such as hand 
dryers and disinfection equip-
ment, although its impressive 
in-house innovation and custom-
ization capabilities mean that its 
portfolio is regularly expanded. 

Appropriate for household, 
commercial and industrial cus-

tomers, including the medical 
sector, the startup’s products are 
already being distributed interna-
tionally through a network cover-
ing the US, Latin America, Spain, 
Italy, Israel, South Africa, India 
and China.

 
Specialist free trade zones
Seven of the world’s largest med-
tech companies and 32 multina-
tionals in total have set up shop 
in Coyol Free Zone (CFZ), one of 
over 30 industrial parks and office 
centers in Costa Rica that offer in-
vestors enticing incentives. These 
include 100% permanent tax ex-
emption on custom duties, roy-
alties and fees, interest income, 
sales tax on local purchases and 
stamp duty. Under the country’s 
free-zone regime, manufactur-
ing investments exceeding $10 
million and 100 employees also 
pay no income tax for 8 years, 
followed by a preferential rate of 
15% for 4 years, while companies 
making smaller investments are 
charged 6% for 8 years and 15% 

over the next four.
CFZ was established 15 years 

ago and specializes in medtech. 
Covering 107 hectares, it contains 
an integrated ecosystem of com-
panies working in the industry, 
plus suppliers active in areas like 
sterilization, packaging, extrusion 
and logistics, says its managing 
director, Carlos Wong: “CFZ 
generates around 22,000 jobs and 
55% of the nation’s total exports 
of medical devices. We have a 
great location that is close to the 
airport, main highways and both 
the Pacific and Atlantic Oceans.” 

CFZ has been recognized by 
Site Selection magazine as one of 
the top-ten free zones worldwide 
and also ranks highly for environ-
mental and social sustainability, 
he adds: “For example, we’ve in-
vested in training programs for 
entry-level workers, and created 
alliances with education institu-
tions to develop mid-level tech-
nical and engineering programs, 
as well as master’s courses. We’re 
also founding members of Costa 
Rica’s new dual education pro-
gram in which students study at 
technical schools and work as ap-
prentices at the same time.”

Notably, over 75% of business-
es in the park have expanded their 
presence there within the last 5 
years. “CFZ has built out robust, 
competitive infrastructure and 
Costa Rica as a whole is one of the 
few places where firms can keep 
growing over decades. At the end 
of the day, we are here to provide 
solutions for our customers and 
quality of life for our people — 
that’s the difference between us 
and parks that are focused purely 
on real estate,” explains Wong.

Plasma Innova’s powerful purification technologies are efficient and cost effective

Latin America’s 
medtech hub
A multitude of companies from global giants to 
homegrown startups have made medtech the country’s 
frontrunnning export industry

Costa Rica as a whole is one of the few places where 
firms can keep growing over decades.”
Carlos Wong, Managing Director, Coyol Free Zone
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To ensure the entire country bene-
fits equally from future economic 
growth, President Chaves’ govern-
ment has put in place programs to 
close any gaps that exist between 
the country’s Greater Metropol-
itan Area (GMA) and its rural 
regions. For instance, it plans to 
improve regional airports and the 
rail network, and it has bolstered 
incentives for investors to set up 
operations in free economic zones 
outside of the GMA.

The government is also mak-
ing it more attractive to invest 
in sectors like the film industry. 
“The development of rural areas is 
a priority for the country and it’s 
been shown in international stud-
ies that the audiovisual industry is 
able to distribute income widely. 
For example, when we’re filming, 
we have to build, which means 
employing carpenters, builders, 
architects and engineers; we have 
to prepare costumes, which needs 
seamstresses, designers, hair and 
make-up artists; and we have to 
feed, transport and host large 
numbers of people,” explains José 
Castro, film commissioner at the 
Costa Rica Film Commission.

Over the years, numerous in-
ternational productions have been 
staged in Costa Rica and there are 
many reasons why it is a superb 
choice. “Number one is diverse lo-
cations. Costa Rica contains 6.5% 
of the world’s biodiversity and 
eight of 12 global climate zones in 
a small space. You can travel be-
tween oceans, mountains, rivers, 
forests and volcanoes very quick-
ly,” states Castro.

Additional advantages include a 
geographical position at the center 
of the Americas, political and eco-
nomic stability and a robust health 
system. The nation also offers a 
wealth of local talent, with service 
companies experienced in projects 

of every size, he asserts: “16 Costa 
Rican higher education institu-
tions train professionals and tech-
nicians for the audiovisual sector. 
Our people are also well prepared 
for multinational projects: they 
have great soft skills and the sec-
ond-best level of English in Latin 
America, for instance.”

Costa Rica boasts excellent ac-
tors and other creative talents as 
well, with the latest to emerge on 
the global stage being Valentina 
Maurel, who picked up the prize 
for best director at the 2022 Lo-
carno Film Festival in Switzerland 
for I Have Electric Dreams, a local-
ly made film that has also received 
awards at major events in Spain, 
Greece and India.

To encourage more and larger 
productions to the country, the 
government has implemented a 
new legal framework based around 
five types of incentives. “These 
are a 60-day cash reimbursement 
of 90% of taxes paid with no item 
restrictions; no taxes for interna-
tional producers, directors, actors 

or crew who work in Costa Rica 
for less than a year; free and fast-
tracked equipment importation; 
no import taxes on consumables 
used in filming; and central and 
local government institutions are 
now authorized to provide their 
facilities for projects,” says Castro.

While the Film Commission 
has only been operating for 5 years, 
the Coffee Institute of Costa Rica 
(ICAFE) has been promoting 
inclusivity for decades, notes its 
executive director, Xinia Chaves: 
“Costa Rica is the only country 
with a law regulating relations be-

tween coffee producers, mills, ex-
porters and roasters, which dates 
from 1961, the year ICAFE was 
established. Above all, this law’s 
objective is to protect producers 
and it’s created a great example of 
wealth distribution.”

As the governing body for cof-
fee, the public entity serves 26,704 

coffee-growing families. “We’re 
a nation of small producers, over 
92% of which produce 100 bags or 
less a year. Overall, we have 93,697 
hectares of coffee in seven distinct 
regions, with the most iconic being 
Tarrazú,” says Chaves.

Democratization of knowledge 
has contributed to the country’s 
reputation as a top source of 
fine coffees, she believes: “In the 
1990s, we began to understand 
the differences in our regions and 
we educated ourselves on best pro-
cesses. Costa Rican coffee com-
mands high prices, but the rigor 

of our processes, quality standards 
and consistency are recognized in 
countries like the US, which is why 
that is our main market.” 

Another factor is the sector’s pi-
oneering approach to environmen-
tal protection. As an illustration, it 
is implementing the world’s first 
agricultural program of Nationally 
Appropriate Mitigation Actions 
(NAMAs) to reduce greenhouse 
gas emissions and improve re-
source use efficiency. “Over 7,500 
producers have already adopted 
these practises and we contributed 
68,000 tons of carbon reduction in 
our last harvest,” she comments.

Social sustainability is equally at 
the forefront in a sector that pro-
vides universal social security to 
workers and prohibits child labor. 
Just as crucially, stresses Chaves: 
“People enjoying Costa Rican 
coffee can have peace of mind in 
knowing that the money they pay 
reaches the producer. We guaran-
tee that, for every dollar of coffee 
that’s exported, at least 79 cents 
go directly to the producer. That’s 
the biggest difference between our 
system and any other worldwide.”

At least 79% of Costa Rican coffee export revenues go directly to the producers

Prioritizing  
inclusive economic 
and social progress
Through industries as disparate as film production and 
coffee growing, Costa Rica is working hard to ensure 
those who live in its rural areas are not left behind
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Costa Rica contains 6.5% of the world’s biodiversity and 
eight of 12 global climate zones.”
José Castro, Film Commissioner, Costa Rica Film Commission

Xinia Chaves
Executive Director 
Coffee Institute of Costa Rica

José Castro
Film Commissioner 
Costa Rica Film Commission 
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