
Everything you need to know 
when you’re visiting Costa Rica

The Definitive Guide to Travelling in

Costa Rica



TravelLocal is bringing the ‘buy local’ movement  to the travel 
industry. The company specialises in bespoke travel itineraries, 
created with local experts around the world. This involves 
connecting travellers with handpicked local experts, ensuring 
quality and local knowledge. It’s a great way to support the local 
economies of the places you visit and have a better trip!



Our local partner based in 
Costa Rica

“We aim not only to offer you a 
perfectly organised tailor-made 
holiday in Costa Rica, but to also bring 
a personal touch and some Costa 
Rican warmth into our efforts to make 
your trip a special experience!”

Our local partner has been crafting 
tailor-made Costa Rican holidays since 
1993, when they had just a fax machine 
and a telephone to work with. They 
were founded by Astrid, who came to 
Central America from Holland to finish 
writing her university thesis. Six months 
later, besotted with the country, she 
took her first steps in the travel industry 
and opened an agency in San Jose. 
The team is now made up of nearly 30 
people, all of whom know every inch of 
this extraordinary country - there are no 
experts quite like local experts! In the last 
five years they have welcomed nearly 
25,000 visitors to Costa Rica, and are 
ready and waiting to welcome you next. 

Our partner is an active member of 
CANAECO (Costa Rica’s main ecotourism 
organisation) and like all companies on 
TravelLocal, they are locally-owned.

Great holiday - input 
provided by local travel 

agent was invaluable
- Colin from UK

Travelled to Costa Rica in April 2018

Costa Rica is definitely 
worth a visit!

- Lauraine from Australia

Travelled to Costa Rica in March 2018

Well organised trip to 
Costa Rica, great guides

- Irene from England

Travelled to Costa Rica in March 2018
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The overview
Costa Rica may be small, but its appeal is anything but. If the list 
of wildlife superlatives, conservation firsts and sustainable tourism 
awards isn’t enough to tempt you, focus instead on the wealth of 
natural beauty, the spectacular landscapes and the hospitable 
people. Costa Rica is located on a land bridge at the point where 
continents collide, meaning it is a real life noah’s ark, hosting 
an incredible variety of wildlife. For anyone with even a passing 
interest in the natural world, this is a destination where the sheer 
quantity of species and variety of habitats is a joy to behold. 
And once you’ve soaked up all that splendid nature, you can kick 
back in style - hot springs, adventure sports, surf spots and idyllic 
beaches all add up to a reviving trip. One taste of ‘La Pura Vida’ 
(the pure life) and you’ll be hooked.

The Stats and Facts
The Practicalities
Culture

Jump to a section



The stats and facts
The Overview /

120
volcanoes

There are no less than 120 
volcanoes in Costa Rica, but only 
seven of these are active. 
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Costa Ricans refer to 
themselves as ‘Ticos.’

Among the Central American 
countries, Costa Rica is considered 
to be the most stable. It has a 
good state education system 
and a democratically elected 
government.

Spider-men and women will love 
the diversity of spider species, all 
20,000 of them.

Costa Rica is smaller than Lake 
Michigan.

Ten percent of the global 
population of bats are found in 
Costa Rica.

‘Pura Vida’ is a national motto, 
used as a greeting, a thank you, 
a farewell and to say ‘everything’s 
just fine!’

Less than 1% of Costa Ricans are 
of indigenous ancestry. Everybody 
else has some European heritage.

Costa Rican people love their 
coffee, they don’t take life too 
seriously, and they are generally 
very friendly.

Over 20% of the butterflies in the 
world live in Costa Rica.

20%
of world’s 
butterflies

Costa Rica abolished its army in 
1949. It is one of only 23 countries 
globally with no active military.

1949
abolished army
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When to go
The Costa Rican climate is a complex beast 
with many local microclimates and varying 
altitudes muddying the waters. However, 
broadly speaking, the driest time to plan a 
trip is between November and April, except 
the Caribbean coast which tends to be drier 
from March to September. The wet season 
is known as the ‘green season’ in Costa Rica, 
and can be a rewarding time to travel as 
parks are less crowded and everything is 
indeed greener. As the Costa Rican climate 
is tropical you should expect rain whichever 
time of year you visit, and pack accordingly. 
The wettest months are September and 
October, and the busiest months are 
December and the Easter period, as well as 
July and August.

Food and drink
The regional diversity of Costa Rica is 
reflected in its cuisine, with particular dishes 
specific to certain areas. You will find gallo 
pinto - beans and rice - nationwide, especially 
for breakfast, sometimes served with egg. 
Other countrywide staples include plantains, 
tortillas, picadillos and arroz con leche, a 
sweet milky rice pudding. The specialities 
of San José include Chifrijo, which is a 
favourite bar meal involving rice, meat and 
beans, garnished with chimichurri - a tomato 
and lime salsa. Tamales are also popular 

in the capital, while in Limon province, the 
prevalence of caribbean style dishes such as 
rice and beans owe much to the heritage of 
the region, where much of the cooking has 
a creole twist. In Guanacaste province, corn 
pancakes called chorreadas are popular 
for breakfast or a snack. Costa Rica has a 
fabulous array of unusual fruits to make your 
mouth water. Be sure to try anonas, mamones 
chinos and pejibaye if you get the chance.

The Practicalities
The Overview /
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Language
Most of Costa Rica is Spanish 
speaking, and many people 
involved in tourism also 
speak good English. There 
are a number of indigenous 
languages spoken by 
communities descended 
from the pre-colombian 
inhabitants, such as Bribri 
and Maleku, but these are 
not widespread.

Currency
You can use the Costa Rican currency 
(colones) interchangeably with US 
dollars, though prices may be more often 
quoted in colones so you might want 
to memorise the approximate rate of 
exchange. It’s not possible to obtain local 
currency outside Costa Rica but it is easy 
to get either by changing cash at the 
bank or using ATMs.

The Overview / The Practicalities 

Hola
Hello

Gracias
Thank You

Por favor
Please

Back to Contents 8www.travellocal.com  |

Visas
Visitors travelling to Costa Rica from 
most Western European countries and 
North America can get a ninety day 
entry stamp on arrival without any need 
for a visa. Your passport should have at 
least six months validity, you will need 
to have proof of your onwards travel 
plans and you may be asked to produce 
evidence that you have sufficient funds 
for your stay, though this is unlikely if you 
arrive by plane.
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Culture
The Overview /

The culture of Costa Rica is as vibrant and varied as its people, 
taking inspiration from the rural heartlands and the coasts in 
particular, and owing much to the religious heritage and lifestyles of 
the Spanish conquistadors who settled here from the sixteenth century 
onwards. Much of the country is reliant on the land for a living, and the 
cornerstones of traditional life are family, faith and farms.

The majority of Costa Ricans’ religion is 
Catholicism, and due to this the major 
Christian holidays are observed. One 
standout cultural highlight is the longstanding 
Afro Caribbean communities that are centred 
on Limón province, mainly descendants of 
slaves brought to the region by pirates in the 
17th and 18th centuries. Many of the cultural 
landmarks in the Limón Province originate 
in Jamaica where many of the original 
Afro Caribbean inhabitants came from, for 
example Protestantism, reggaeton music, 
creole language and cuisine. 

Other areas where folk music has traditionally 
been an important part of local culture 
include Guanacaste and the Central Valley. 
The history of coffee cultivation also plays 
a significant part in the heritage of Costa 
Rica, as it is the product upon which much 
of the nation’s wealth is founded. The richer 
cafetaleros enjoyed a prominent position in 
society and used their influence to develop 
Costa Rica’s cultural landscape. Today, 
Ticos are very proud of their progress. The 
healthcare and education provision are 
among the most advanced in Latin America, 
and it is a politically stable democracy.
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The highlights

Wildlife
Beaches
National Parks
Ecotourism
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Some of the most celebrated of Costa Rica’s wide selection 
of species include 4 different types of monkeys, the most 
common of which is the mantled Howler monkey, which 
is numerous in the Tortuguero National Park and can be 
tracked down with success due to the clamorous call of the 
males. 

Birds are a major attraction in Costa Rica, and everyone 
- from keen birders to the mildly interested - should make 
time in their itinerary to birdwatch, as some of the most 
beautiful and unusual birds in the world can be found here. 
There are more species of bird in compact Costa Rica than 
in the whole of Europe or North America. Hummingbirds are 
a highlight for their jewel coloured plumage and penchant 
for sipping nectar from flowers, but there are many other 
important birds here to look out for: Motmots, falcons, 
macaws and toucans are distinctive and colourful, and the 
highly sought resplendent quetzal is elusive - numbers are 
dwindling - but with patience can be found in Monteverde 
cloud forest and a few other locations. 

There are six species of big cats out in the wilds of Costa 
Rica, but all are endangered and very shy. The cats include 
Jaguars, ocelots and pumas, and unfortunately these 
animals need large areas of forest without human presence 
to thrive, something which is threatened even in this most 
conservationally advanced of countries. Those that have 
been successful in seeking out the solitude they need are 
nocturnal, wary of humans and very elusive. Sightings are 
vanishingly rare.
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Wildlife
The Highlights /

It’s hard to know where to start to explain the diversity and richness of Costa 
Rica’s flora and fauna. Suffice to say that for a country with a landmass 
totalling 0.1% of the global total, it is incredible to think that it is home to 5% 
of the biodiversity on the planet. This is partly down to its fortunate location at 
the crossroads of the temperate north, the tropical south, the Pacific and the 
Caribbean, but it is the careful conservation of habitat as well as the happy 
accident of geography which has maintained such a wealth of species. As well 
as the 250 species of mammals, there are 850 species of birds, around 250,000 
varieties of insects, and over 400 species of reptile and amphibian.
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Turtles are another big draw for 
visitors to this treasure trove of 
wildlife, and if you are lucky enough 
to witness the sight of mass laying 
of eggs or mass hatchlings on the 
beach, you’ve ticked off one of the 
most iconic natural spectacles in 
Central America. 

Frogs, snakes and lizards are all 
common in Costa Rica, and while 
it is likely you will encounter frogs 
and almost guaranteed that you 
will spot an iguana or two, snakes, 

although numerous, are not so 
easy to find. For a start they are 
mostly nocturnal, but also they are 
generally quite well camouflaged 
and startle easily, so often slither 
away unnoticed at the first sign of 
humans. If you do come across frogs 
in Costa Rica, avoid touching them 
at all costs, as many of the tiny and 
colourful varieties are poisonous. 
They wouldn’t even need to bite you 
-  the powerful venom is present on 
their skin - so look but don’t touch.

The Highlights / Wildlife
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There are abundant crocodiles 
and caimans present in Costa 
Rica, and if you spend much time 
around waterways you are likely to 
come across them. Be wary though, 
as these are dangerous animals 
and a hungry croc is not to be 
underestimated.

http://www.travellocal.com
http://www.travellocal.com


Beaches

With two lovely coastlines offering a total of 
more than a thousand kilometres of shore, you 
can’t fail to find a beach to meet your needs in 
Costa Rica. The Caribbean coast is the shorter 
stretch at just over 200 kilometres, and has 
much less development than the sunnier Pacific 
coast. There are lots of really scenic areas 
and you can find everything from protected 
beaches off limits to swimmers, to surf breaks 
with crowds of backpackers in attendance. 
Punta Uva is the pick of the Caribbean beaches 
for beauty, while Puerto Viejo is the hub for 
surfers and the beaches of Tortuguero are 
best for wildlife. Playa Gandoca in Manzanillo 
offers fantastic snorkelling near the border with 
Panama.

On the Pacific coast, the beaches of Manuel 
Antonio are hard to beat with their white sand, 
friendly wildlife and accessible jungle trails 
just nearby. If its pristine you’re after, look no 
further than the Islas Tortuga, uninhabited 
isles fringed with pure white sand accessible 
from Montezuma on the Nicoya Peninsula. 
Playa Uvita, further down the coast towards 
the Panamanian border, is part of the Marino 
Ballena National Park and enjoys calm and 
uncrowded status.

Costa Rica is hugely popular with surfers, 
and there are nearly fifty major breaks to 
entertain them, the majority of which are 
on the longer Pacific coast. The area that 
attracts the most surfers is the northern 
half of the Pacific coast, including the 
Nicoya peninsula, but you never have to 
travel far on any stretch of coast before 
you find a good surfing spot.

The Highlights /
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2

3

1

1 Manuel Antonio National Park

2 Tortuguero National Park

3 Corcovado National Park
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San José

Daniel Oduber Quirós
International Airport (LIR)

Juan Santamaría
International Airport (SJO)

National Parks
The Highlights /

There is no shortage of national parks in Costa Rica, the country with the 
highest percentage of its land under protected status either as a national park 
or reserve, as well as the national ‘refuges’. In total, a quarter of Costa Rica’s 
landmass enjoys protection, with nearly two hundred separate areas of state 
or privately owned parks, reserves and wildlife refuges.

http://www.travellocal.com
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The Highlights / National Parks

       Manuel Antonio National Park

A coastal highlight within easy driving distance of the capital is Manuel Antonio National 
Park, a small protected area whose popularity is partly down to its accessibility but also due 
to the beauty of the landscape it encloses. Sharply indented rocky bays have small islets just 
offshore, while bone white beaches lie in between dense mangroves and a tropical forest, 
which is home to sloths and monkeys, amongst others. The capuchin monkeys in particular are 
not shy of humans and will most likely venture on to the beach while you are enjoying the view 
to attempt to relieve you of whatever food you may be carrying. Feeding them, however, is not 
allowed and could result in a fine.

1
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       Tortuguero National Park

The wilderness protected by Tortuguero National Park lies along the Caribbean coast and 
includes an area known for turtle nesting. This park is an interesting one to visit between July 
and October as that is when the green and hawksbill turtles come to lay their eggs, whereas 
the leatherback usually lays between March and May. The national park protects the turtle 
nesting sites on the beaches but also large swathes of wetland such as mangroves and canals, 
a large tranche of rainforest as well as a significant area of marine ecosystem offshore. 
Reaching the park is all part of the experience, as the trip must either be made by car and 
boat or by scenic flight from San José.

2

       Corcovado National Park

In the far southwest of Costa Rica, Corcovado National Park is a spectacularly wild and 
remote patch of coastal rainforest, large and impenetrable but rewarding for its stunning 
biodiversity and pristine beaches. There are some species here that are not often seen 
anywhere else in the country, and the wealth of flora and fauna is the main attraction. Due to 
its size, many of the trails in Corcovado require overnight stops, but the reward for your effort 
is access to relatively untrodden wilderness and if you are lucky, sightings of some very elusive 
species.

3
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Ecotourism

An upward trend for tourists 
with a conscience has 
seen a recent boom in 
ecotourism in many parts 
of the world, but Costa 
Rica has always been a 
pioneer in this area, setting 
the standard in low impact 
tourism and leading the 
way in forward thinking 
conservation efforts. The 
problem with conservation 
in a country such as Costa 
Rica is that the world needs 
to preserve the biodiversity 
by protecting the habitats 
of all wildlife, but the local 
people still need to earn 
a living somehow. Costa 
Rica’s joined up thinking in 
this field has meant that 
they have successfully 
trodden the line between 
prioritising nature and 
considering the needs of the 
population. 

Ecotourism is not just about 
immersing yourself in 
nature, it is meant to be an 
opportunity to travel with a 

conscience and spend time 
in a location where you can 
appreciate and interact with 
the local culture without 
having a negative impact 
on it. One of the ways that 
Costa Rica has been so 
successful in this field is 
the dedication the state 
has shown to protecting 
much of the natural 
environment - 25% of the 
country - under national 
park or reserve status, all 
of which use tourism as 
a method to maintain, 
expand and fund further 
schemes in the same vein. 
This way the environment 
in its unadulterated state 
ends up paying its way 
and providing employment 
opportunities, which in turn 
persuades local people of 
the value of keeping the 
surroundings as intact as 
possible. 

The national parks and 
reserves are also a brilliant 
resource for scientists and 

researchers who can gain 
maximum knowledge from 
the pristine ecosystems 
safe in the knowledge that 
tourism will maintain their 
protected status. 
The current popularity 
of Costa Rica as an 
ecotourism destination is 
encouraging. There are 
some incredible sights and 
great places to stay and if 
you want to be secure in 
the knowledge that your 
trip is adhering to the 
philosophy of low impact 
travel, you can be sure that 
with TravelLocal’s brilliant 
local experts you couldn’t 
be in better hands: they are 
the proud holders of the 
maximum rating on their 
Certificate of Sustainable 
Tourism.

The Highlights /
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Cities
The Hightlights /
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San Jose
San José is the capital and by far the largest 
urban area in the country; home to 5 times 
as many people as the next largest city. The 
majority of the population live either in the 
capital or on the surrounding plain, so the city 
of San José really is the hub of the country. In 
truth many visitors leave as soon as possible 
after they arrive, using it as nothing more than 
a stepping stone on their way to the natural 
riches beyond. Should you find yourself with 
a few hours or an overnight stay in San José, 
there are few attractions to keep you busy, 
although the overall impression is often of a 
frenetic, confusing city with a side order of 
hassle. Using your time wisely in San José will 
include a tour around the Mercado Central, a 
show at the Teatro Nacional, and a visit to the 
Museo de Oro, packed full of pre columbian 
gold artefacts.

Puerto Limon
Puerto Limon, on the Caribbean coast, is 
primarily a jumping off spot for excursions 
into the surrounding coastal areas and rarely 
entices visitors to stay for longer, apart from 
during the Raza Carnival which takes place 
in the week preceding October 12th.

Liberia
Liberia is a pleasant town in the 
northwestern province of Guanacaste which 
has managed to hang on to some of its 
colonial charm and has an easygoing pace 
of life. As well as its status as the gateway to 
two national parks, Santa Rosa and Rinçon 
de la Vieja, Liberia is also a great place 
to sample some good local food, heavily 
featuring corn.
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Hiking
The Highlights /

For spectacular trails with plenty of distractions to keep them interesting, 
Costa Rica is a brilliant destination. There are enough routes to keep even 
dedicated hikers busy for weeks, and the variety of landscapes the trails 
encounter, not to mention the wildlife -  is mind boggling. If you prefer your 
trek with a summit to bag, head for Cerro Chirripo, the highest point in the 
land, usually requiring a two day walk to take it all in without rushing. Many 
of the national parks have extensive networks of hiking trails, and our local 
experts are best placed to make you a recommendation based on your 
specific interests. Wherever you choose to hike you can be sure that it’s a 
brilliant way to get out into all that pristine nature and see a huge array of 
wildlife in its natural habitat.
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For a combination of short hikes, beaches 
and rainforest, Manuel Antonio National 
Park and Piedras Blancas National Park 
are excellent destinations, whereas for a 
combination of hiking and birdwatching, 
Los Quetzales is a good bet. There are also 
many areas where trekkers can enjoy varied 
trails, unique ecosystems and lava studded 
landscapes with the bonus of viewing a 
volcano at close quarters. Poás Volcano 
National Park is a good all rounder: it lies 
within easy striking distance of San José and 
offers the excitement of an active volcano 
with all the associated bubbling, steaming 
and hissing that you would expect.
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Adventure sports
The Highlights /

A Central American hub for adventure sports, Costa Rica is a tropical 
playground for thrill-seekers. Being outdoors enjoying the environment 
while doing something that takes you out of your comfort zone is a major 
draw for many visitors, and there are opportunities galore for arranging 
activities in most areas of the country. The climate is stable enough to allow 
most adventure sports to take place year round, and there is a good range 
of activities available to choose from.
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When Monteverde Cloud Forest Reserve introduced its canopy walkways and zip lines, it 
blazed a trail that has been much imitated throughout Costa Rica and beyond. You can sign 
up for a canopy tour which will see you traversing hanging bridges, swinging from treetop 
to treetop on a Tarzan swing, or zipping through the forest clipped to a cable. These canopy 
tours allow for an adrenaline filled close up experience of the forest at a level where some of 
the headlining wildlife tends to spend most of its time. Bring binoculars for the hanging bridge 
sections.

Costa Rica’s reputation as a premier destination for whitewater rafting still holds, and you can 
shoot the rapids in nail biting class VI style at Turrialba, access point for the Rio Pacuaré and 
Rio Reventazón, or if that sounds a bit too daring, the Rio Corobici near Cañas and the Rio 
Peñas Blancas at La Fortuna both offer the chance to wildlife watch while you float blissfully 
along at a civilised pace.

La Fortuna, the gateway town for Arenal volcano, is brimming with tour companies and 
outdoor specialists all hoping for your custom, so prices can be competitive. Use the laidback 
town as a base for canoeing, rafting, horse riding, biking, canyoning and canopy tours, as well 
as volcano treks, cave tours and waterfall walks. This is a good all round hub for adventure 
sports in Costa Rica, and has the added bonus of several hot springs to ease the muscles after 
a strenuous day’s fun.
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Festivals
The Highlights /

The calendar is littered with local, regional 
and national festivals of all kinds, so there 
is definitely something for everyone. Top 
of the pile in cultural terms would have 
to be the International Arts Festival (FIA) 
which takes place every other year in 
San José, the next is scheduled for March 
2018. Ten days of special art exhibitions, 
poetry readings, theatre, music and dance 
performances turn the capital into an arts 
hub. The principal locations for events 
are the Sabana Metropolitan Park, the 
National Theatre and many of the city’s 
plazas. 

For a festival with plenty of excitement, 
try Las Fiestas de Zapote, which falls 
across the turn of the year, starting in late 
December and finishing in early January. 
According to Costa Rican tradition, the 
best bull riders in the land converge here 
with their prized bulls to compete in the 
biggest rodeo of the year. It is known 
in Costa Rica as ‘the super bowl of bull 
riding’ where anyone from the crowd can 
have a go at riding the bulls. There are 
fairgrounds, food stalls, music and general 
merriment. If you like what you see, the 
town of Palmares hosts a similar festival 
later in January. 

Limón carnival is a colourful and 
raucous party in the Latin American 
tradition, with a strong Caribbean vibe 
and extravagant costumes. It runs in 
the week leading up to October 12th 
every year. Envision festival is an event 
showcasing music, psychedelia and yoga 
amongst other things, and it takes place 
in the forest at Uvita every February. It 
aims to be ‘a celebration dedicated to 
awakening our human potential.’
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Make it Happen

TravelLocal have paired up with 
a brilliant team of local experts 
in Costa Rica. They can craft a 
bespoke itinerary around your 
priorities and suggest
ideas for an unforgettable holiday 
in this natural paradise. Simply send 
an enquiry to begin your trip of a 
lifetime.

Make it happen

Enquiry Form

www.travellocal.com

https://www.travellocal.com/enquire?ltoId=7&locationSlug=costa-rica
https://www.travellocal.com/enquire?ltoId=7&locationSlug=costa-rica
https://www.travellocal.com/enquire?ltoId=7&locationSlug=costa-rica
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www.travellocal.com   
team@travellocal.com

+44 (0) 117 325 7898

/travellocal @travellocal @travellocalglobal

“Experts in authentic experience”
Elaine, Brazil

“We have just booked our third trip with TravelLocal and it won’t 
be our last! Excellent service and attention to detail, and great 

value for money.”

Rachel, UK

“Knowing that local businesses will benefit whilst still having the 
security of booking and paying through an ABTA company was 

wonderful”

Lesley, Australia
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