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remember when Rhonda and I were first considering a move to Costa Rica… one of 

the very first things I wanted to know was how to invest my money.     We had sold 

our business and home and were planning on relocating permanently and … even 

though I had read virtually every book on Costa Rica published a decade ago and read 

literally thousands of websites… no one could tell me where my money was safe or 

where to invest it.   I mean… no one could even tell me if the banks were safe or what 

type of interest I could earn from a savings account! 

 

It was more than frustrating… it was ridiculous.  

 

Over the past decade though… it has swung to the other extreme. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

BUT… the one initial … and probably the ONLY… piece of advice that I will give is this:  

do not make ANY hasty and quick decisions in Costa Rica.   Sure, there are people that 

have spent their retirement dollars on a whim and they do not regret a thing… but there 

are also others who have done the same… and lost everything. 

 

“Why is it so difficult to get exact and true answers in Costa Rica?” 

  

I 

There is now SO much information 

on the internet and in print that 

no one knows who to believe. 

I – “ Meet the President” 
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N A NUTSHELL… it is because there is virtually no competent oversight to much of 

any type of commerce in Costa Rica.   The government here simply does not have 

the funding to police real estate, attorneys, auto sales, and almost any other type of 

monetary transaction in the country.   It is a true case of “caveat emptor” or… “let the 

buyer beware.” 

 

And it is extremely important to remember that… even though it appears that are a 

great many similarities between Costa Rica and other “gringo” countries… there are 

major differences that most people are not even aware of.   Never assume anything 

when making a financial decision in Costa Rica.     Almost no newcomers to Costa Rica 

“know how things work.”   And that leaves them wide open to be taken advantage of.   

Think I’m kidding?    Just ask any expat that has been here longer than a year.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

I 

The attorney that you retain to help you buy your 

house may be the nicest guy in the world but are you 

willing to gamble your entire nestegg on his smile?   

You shouldn’t be. 

 

When I first started doing land development we were 

referred to an attorney with seemingly impeccable 

credentials.  He had been in one of the past 

president’s cabinets… his grandfather helped found 

the town we settled in… could we have been luckier? 
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He told us that we would not have to pay taxes in Costa Rica… of any kind.   He told us 

that he would handle all paperwork for our developments and that there were no filings 

that we needed to worry about.   He also offered to introduce us to the current president 

“if he could find the time!”    Could it be any better? 

 

 

I remember one of my coworkers saying “wouldn’t it be something if we found out later 

that he was an escaped mental patient?” 

 

 

Turns out virtually everything he said was a lie.    And you don’t want to know what our 

introduction and short time together cost us.   No one suspected… no one.   

 

 

The moral of this story? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Remember the phrase that Sarge used before sending his troops out to the streets on 

Hill Street Blues “be careful out there”… remember it here too! 

  

Go slow… check credentials, do not be in a hurry and even hire and attorney to 

check on your first attorney!    When you live here … you hear horror stories that 

simply do not get published… people buying property that does not exist… used 

cars that were “salvage vehicles” in the States… contractors that ended up 

doubling the price of a house despite having a contract… it goes on and on.    
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We have talked about the lack of government oversight… but there are also other 

“hidden dangers” that you should be aware of when investing … or simply living in 

Costa Rica.   And once you are aware and accepting of these “cultural differences” your 

life here will be a lot more peaceful. 

 

 

  Hidden commissions… the country runs on an unspoken (at least to outsiders) 

system of commissions.   Because the country is still considered a second world 

country… commerce is different.   While there are still websites , billboards and 

digital advertising… a huge percentage of all commercial transactions take place 

by referral and a network of commissions offered and paid.   You want a car 

sold?   Sure, you can put an ad in the paper and on the internet but you also tell 

Mario that you are selling your car and you will give him a 2% or 3 % commission 

if someone he tells buys the car.   Same goes with just about anything including 

land… and especially land because the commissions are larger.    This system 

will make you think whether or not the referral is done because it really is a “good 

deal” or because a commission is involved.   Sure causes you to have a different 

outlook on recommendations.  

  

II – “It’s a Great Deal” 
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 As mentioned before… there is really no system of oversight for commercial 

transactions in Costa Rica.   Sure, the government likes to pretend that 

consumers have protection but the “protection” really has no teeth whatsoever.   

This leads to a huge amount of fraud and a tremendous amount of misleading 

information.   This has also lead to what is known as “net selling” which simply 

means that a homeowner may tell a “realtor” what the bottom line is for a house 

or property… and the realtor marks it up to whatever he or she thinks the traffic 

will bear.   Most realtors will deny that this goes on… but it does… all the time.    

There are simply no comparables so people really bear the burden of 

researching their own purchases. 

 

 

There are a lot more little quirks to the entire system of commerce in Costa Rica… but 

armed with knowledge of these two items puts you ahead of nearly 95% of buyers in 

Costa Rica.   It is not so easy to be taken advantage of if you truly do have knowledge 

of the product you are buying. 
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Now, we have set the stage…at least partially, for our section on investments in Costa 

Rica. 

 

We will not be talking about interest rates or savings certificates or bank savings 

accounts… even though that is what I was concerned with nearly a decade ago.   Why?   

Because this information is now available directly at any bank.    And yes, all national 

banks here are insured.   The private banks are not.   Be forewarned.    Even if you 

think that you are safer with an international bank like HSBC or Scotiabank… you may 

not be… ASK FIRST.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

And one last prelude… do not make the mistake in thinking that SA’s or Costa Rican 

“anonymous societies” are really anonymous.   It is true that they names are not featured 

prominently and it is seldom that the names of the owners are divulged… but they are 

definitely not bulletproof.   Do not EVER think that these are safe for hiding money or assets.   

They are not.    Do not let anyone tell you differently.    If you are serious about moving money 

offshore… hire the best.   And be very careful who you hire.   I have heard that Panamanian 

corporations are bulletproof and they are used extensively… but I cannot claim that from 

personal experience.   The website, Sovereign Man, gives a good overview on these subjects.  

(www.sovereignman.com ) 

  

III – “Investments” 
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What do we consider a “good investment” in Costa 

Rica? 

 

… before proceeding there is one more caveat that has to be 

mentioned:   ( sorry )… approximately 10-12 families control the 

wealth and power of Costa Rica.   It has been this way for 

decades and … make no mistakes… these families still wield 

tremendous power.  No matter how good a plan or investment 

you may have… anything can happen to derail the “best laid 

plan…”   An example… a very good friend imported over $5 

million dollars worth of water damaged Kia SUVs about five years 

ago.   He practically stole these cars and was assured that he 

would have no problems with importation and ultimate distribution 

and sales.   This friend was a millionaire several times over and 

was not exactly a novice to the world of commerce.   He had the 

advice of the top law firm in the country… he had thoroughly done 

his homework.      The cars are still sitting in customs… they 

never made it out… despite lawsuits… despite the top legal minds 

telling him that this should not have happened… it did. 

 

Another example… many years ago the railways were 

everywhere in Costa Rica ( yes, you can still see the train tracks 

and you still wonder “why no more trains?” )… well , the owner of 

the country’s largest trucking firm ( one of the “top 12” )… was 

watching his profits dwindle.   He went to his friends in the 

legislature and they passed a bill outlawing trains.. . anywhere in 

the country.     True story. 

 

Sure,  ..it happens everywhere… just a little more often in Costa 

Rica.  “despite the best laid plans of mice and men.” 
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“What is a GOOD investment in Costa Rica?” 

 

Remember… the investment climate here is completely different… do not jump before 

doing research and simply checking, rechecking , and rechecking again… your 

research.     Things are NOT what they appear.  And you are NOT in Kansas, anymore.    
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Lets take a look at a few possibilities: 

 

1. Ticos pay higher than normal interest rates… they are typically always short of 

cash… and always seem to want more.    Appliances typically are financed on a 

monthly or weekly basis with interest rates approaching 50% plus, per annum.    

If you are interested in money lending… seek out a few attorneys in your 

hometown … most do work for well to do Costa Ricans who do asset lending… 

total collateralization with interest rates approaching 30-35%.    Safe, no stigma 

and always in demand. 

 

2. There are not a lot of gringos here… if you have an idea of how to market to 

them, make sure that you have a big enough market to make it worth your while.   

There are a lot of very very good ideas but the question is:  is it really worth your 

while?    Can you capture both the gringo and tico market?   It is unlikely but 

possible.     When Rhonda and I first came to Grecia, we “discovered” a small 

coffee and pastry shop that was absolutely delicious… but it was not cheap.    

We both said to ourselves that it would not last because Ticos would not have 

the discretionary funds to support it and there were not enough gringos around 

the area.    We were wrong and now this little coffee shop numbers 7 locations.    

Ticos have money… a lot more than you would think. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

IV– “ Ideas” 
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3. Open your mind when you explore the country… we all have different 

backgrounds and see things differently.    And do not assume that all ideas are 

being implemented.   An awful lot of them are not.  We had a friend who came 

here and wanted to start or buy a coffee farm… and one of his first questions 

was “what do they do with the pulp?” ( the red covering surrounding the actual 

beans inside ).   The answer was that they used it for fertilizer and threw it away.   

Now they are using it for liqueurs and other money making ideas. 

 

4. A few years ago most gringos would go into land development or building 

homes.   It is not an easy way to make money any longer.  If you can apply a 

little different twist to your marketing you can still do well… for example,  

www.casitasforsale.com  sells smaller than normal homes and on smaller pieces 

of land for great prices… makes a lot of sense in today’s marketplace and our 

economic climate. 

 

5. There is a lot of money in handling the rentals of homes for tourists… if you can 

organize yourself , have contacts within your own area… you can do very, very 

well.   A lot of realtors have managed to replace their loss of income from real 

estate sales by handling rentals.   Find out what the fees are and if it makes 

sense for you.   You will have to have a website and a referral base but a lot of 

people do very well. 
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6. Restaurants… one of the most difficult businesses to make money in.   The 

Tico restaurants and sodas USUALLY do not make much money ( yes, of 

course… there are exceptions ) and there are not enough gringos here to 

totally support a gringo style menu.   A bar may be different but there are a 

myriad of problems there that I personally would not want to touch.   Most of 

the restaurant owners that I know are constantly complaining… do your 

research on this one… it is not easy.    Maybe something part time like 

bread making or cookies to supply to the restaurants would be easier… that 

has been done with success. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7. Take a look at what gringos do buy… if they are not moving here, they are 

buying souvenirs ( that is a VERY tough racket… ) or they are setting up 

shop and they need furnishings and necessities for home life…  Look 

around , pay attention to what is being purchased… can you find anything 

that is needed cheaper or better?   I have friends that are importing from 

China and making good money…  I have also purchased some custom 

made hardwood tables from a local supplier for our own home that are 

inexpensive and absolutely stunning.   There is definitely a market for these 

that no one except the “mom and pops” are exploiting.   
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8. Good help is hard to find…everyone who moves here needs someone to 

help with yardwork or their housework… or even cooking.   Generally a 

person is found strictly by word of mouth and reliability and honesty are 

definitely worth a premium.   And there are a lot of other things to consider 

when hiring part time help that a gringo needs to be aware of.   Consider 

setting up a service to provide competent workers. 

9.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

9. Tours for tourists… several enterprising “gringos” over the years have set up 

tours… of all kinds… from birding, to wildlife, to real estate, to a simple “future 

expat” tour of what to expect of life in Costa Rica.   Most are good and they 

definitely provide value.  Take a look at what your interests are and how you 

could provide a service to newcomers to Costa Rica.   You will need to definitely 

have a website and a referral base so keep that in mind as well. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

10. In the past there were several “interest bearing” institutions that were private 

paying huge rates of interest…. Over 25-30% .    And a huge number of people 

“joined”.   Then they collapsed… the best known was called “the Brothers”  and 

they all folded as they were proven to be nothing more than Ponzi schemes. 
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This was a huge source of embarrassment for the government and still is as 

virtually nothing has been done to protect the investors.   At least several 

lawsuits are still ongoing.   We are talking hundreds of millions of dollars here.   If 

it seems to good to be true… beware… or at the very least… only invest what 

you can afford to lose. 

 

11. The internet obviously can provide a good source of income IF YOU KNOW 

WHAT YOU ARE DOING.   Be careful here.   I do know of legitimate people 

doing so but for every legitimate one there are at least 5-10 that make their living 

scamming people.   

 

12. Can you conduct your present business over the internet? 

 

13. Can you write?   There are legitimate programs that teach copywriting  and that 

can be done from anywhere.   I know people that are making a very good living 

doing just that. 

 

14. Have you heard about any great herbal remedies?... that no one knows about 

yet?    People are always looking for these. 

 

 

These are all suggestions for things that are being done 

now… while they are not necessarily suggestions… they are 

under your control and they are businesses that either are 

profitable now or have been in the past. 

 


