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Introduction

T

Resumen

Costa Rica es una nación claramente receptora 
de población, lo que la distingue del resto 
de países de la región al menos en términos 
proporcionales. Actualmente, el peso de los 
inmigrantes que tienen residencia temporal o 
definitiva en el país es de aproximadamente 12 
por ciento de la población total; la mayoría de 
ellos son nicaragüenses, aunque la presencia de 
colombianos ha aumentado en años recientes. 
El capital humano y social de los inmigrantes se 
diferencia según el origen de éstos, al igual que 
de la población local o autóctona. Con base en 
las percepciones locales sobre la inmigración 
y el papel del Estado costarricense en torno a 
este fenómeno, en este artículo se presenta una 
discusión y análisis acerca de los procesos de 
integración de los inmigrantes nicaragüenses y 
colombianos en Costa Rica.
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Universidad de Barcelona

Abstract

Perceptions of immigration and integration 
in Costa Rica

Costa Rica is clearly a receiving nation in 
terms of migration, which distinguishes it from 
the rest of the region’s countries at least in 
proportional terms. At the moment, the weight 
of immigrants who have definitive or temporary 
residence in the country is around 12 percent of 
total population; most of them are Nicaraguans, 
although the presence of Colombians has 
increased in recent years. The human and social 
capital of immigrants is differenced according 
to their origin, as well as that of the local or 
native population. Taking into account the local 
perceptions of immigration, and the role of the 
Costa Rican State on this phenomenon, this 
article presents a discussion and analyzes the 
processes of integration of the Nicaraguan and 
Colombian immigrants into Costa Rica.

Key words: international migration, immigrant 
integration, local perceptions of immigration, 
migratory policies, Costa Rica.

he proportion of international immigrants in Costa Rica ranges from 
eight to twelve percent of the total population. This number changes 
depending on the estimation made on illegal immigration.1 No other 

country in Latin America has the characteristic of recipient population in 
such a clear way, at least in proportional terms (IOM, 2003: 125 and 376).2

1 According to data from the General Immigration Directorship, by August 8, 2005 there were 285, 292 
illegal aliens living in Costa Rica. Likewise, officials from said institution estimated that there are circa 
170,000 foreigners (taken from an interview to the Migration Director made by La Nación newspaper on 
March 1, 2004, p. 4A). For that year alone, the estimated number of immigrants provided by the group of 
experts in population from United Nations was of 441,000 aliens.
2 The case of Belize, a nation in Central America which obtained its independence from the U.K. in 
1981, is not considered since its total population (slightly more than 280, 000 inhabitants in 2006) and 
the demographic characteristics of the country (14 percent of its population was born abroad) cannot 
be compared to the rest of the Latin American countries. Also, Belize and Guyana are the only Latin 
American countries belonging to the Commonwealth.



Perceptions on immigration and integration in Costa Rica /D. Delgado

July / September 200863

Yet unlike the majority of countries that receive population in North America 
and Europe, most of the immigrants come from specific neighboring countries: 
Nicaragua and Colombia particularly, and they share cultural features such as the 
official language – Spanish–.

This phenomenon sets differences when comparing Costa Rica with other 
countries that receive population in the continent such as the case of the U.S. 
and Canada. Cultural diversity, mother tongue and places of origin are very 
different in these countries. This fact clearly labels these countries as models 
of ‘multicultural nations’.3 However, the processes of integration of immigrants 
that exists in Costa Rica and in other recipient countries share similarities. This 
occurs especially in the case of European countries that base their immigration 
and integration policies on models of political and cultural assimilation or 
incorporation; this occurs specifically when referring to labor migration. 

It is worth mentioning that all immigration policies have their roots in a set of 
ideas about the national borders and the role of the State (Sassen, 1996 and 1999). 
For instance, France and Spain – as Costa Rica does – have a naturalization policy 
based on ius soli, or the place of birth, whereas countries such as Germany and 
Switzerland base theirs on ius sanguinis, which determines the citizenship of 
a person based on that from his or her ancestors. This is important in the case 
of Costa Rica, above all considering that, according to the estimations of the 
Central American Population Studies Center (CCP), around five percent of the 
births that took place in 2005 (18.2 percent) corresponded to sons and daughters 
of foreign mothers (15.4 percent to mothers from Nicaragua and 2.8 percent to 
mothers from other countries). Although these boys and girls are Costa Rican 
by birth – ius soli policy –, they are not necessarily considered as such by those 
who consider themselves as “native” – those who have a ius sanguinis feeling – 
given the fact that from their perspective they will always be second generation 
immigrants.

Herein lays the importance of studying local perceptions on this phenomenon. 
In the case of Costa Rica there are two aspects of the utmost importance when 
analyzing immigration, on the one hand, the relative weight of the number of 
immigrants in the total population (4.4 million) which highlights the importance 
of developing an immigration policy and an adequate administration of 
international migration, on the other, despite the fact that Costa Rica has kept a 
model of development and a welfare State similar to some from some European 
nations, it still is a country undergoing development.

3 A multicultural society is understood here as a process that does not have to do with citizenry or 
nationality categories, but with the coexistence of different population groups that live in the same and in 
a specific territory-nation (Kymlicka, 1995; Zapata, 2004).
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The integration of immigrants in Costa Rica

Immigration processes in Costa Rica are not recent. Starting in the 60’s and up 
to present, an important number of people who were born abroad have lived 
permanently in the country; they come from different countries and have different 
migratory status.

The magnitude of alien population that lives legally in Costa Rica changed 
from 2.7 percent of the population at the beginning of the seventies, to 7.8 percent 
in 2000 (INEC, 2001). UN Experts estimate the weight of foreign population in 
Costa Rica on more than 10 percent at present.4

It is necessary to mention that the Peace Treaties signed in San José de Costa 
Rica and in Esquipulas, Guatemala, at the end of the 80’s have determined, to a 
great extent, the international migration from Central American countries. They 
led to an atmosphere of relative security and hope among the citizenry, above 
all in countries that experienced armed conflicts for several years (Guatemala, 
El Salvador and Nicaragua). In that historical context, Costa Rica was the most 
frequent destination for thousands of citizens from the countries of the region.

Also, an unprecedented fact in the recent history of the region reconfigured 
Central America’s political, social and economic scenery: the human and material 
devastation caused by hurricane Mitch at the end of October and beginning of 
November in 1998. Nicaragua reported around 3,000 dead people and more than 
65,000 affected families. These numbers represented more than 400,000 people 
(50 percent of them were younger than 15 years of age). Again, Costa Rica 
admitted a significant number of Central American immigrants, many of which 
benefited in 1999 by an immigration amnesty, a measure that regularized the 
immigration situation of more than 150,000 Nicaraguans (OIM, 2001).

Table 1 shows changes that have occurred in recent decades in terms of 
flows, relative weight and characteristics of immigration, and especially for 
the immigration status. As it is seen, the main group of immigrants during the 
90’s was composed of refugees, whereas the relative weight of this immigration 
category is much lower nowadays. This implies that in recent years immigration 
has been predominately of labor nature.

According to the most recent official information, population that was born 
in Nicaragua represents around 80 percent of the total of foreign people in Costa 
Rica. It is nevertheless worth mentioning that the presence of people born in 
Colombia has increased in recent years (many of them have a refugee status) and 
they slightly change the relative weight of the population that was born abroad. 

4 See the U.N. website “World Migrant Stock: The 2006 Revision Population Database” http://esa.un.org/
migration/p2k0data.asp. The information was obtained on April 13, 2006.
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TABLE
ESTIMATION OF IMMIGRANT POPULATION 
             BY SELECTED CARACTERISTICS (1985- 2005)


tions                                         

tionofimmigrants     
immigrants in the pulation           
womenim                      4    
fugeesim                       
Source: own elaboration based on UN World Migrant Stock website: The 2006 Revision
eonApirl 

 In this aspect, it is necessary to mention that the perception of the population on 
the amount of foreigners living in the country varies considerably, given the fact 
that it depends on the place where immigrants settle.5

For about ten years approximately, immigration from Nicaragua to Costa Rica 
has been based, in most of the cases, on a labor phenomenon, although this does 
not imply that a considerable amount of immigrants have also displaced due to 
political reasons or due to natural disasters. In the case of Colombian immigration, 
the political instability, the deterioration of the material conditions of life and the 
armed conflict in said country are elements that stand out in the imaginary of the 
Costa Ricans in view of the increasing arrival of Colombians. This phenomenon 
has reconfigured the national scenery in terms of immigration and has contributed 
to create a new kind of perception towards them, considering that their social and 
economic characteristics are very different from those of the Nicaraguans.

One shall highlight that most recent data points out that, after the 2000 
Population Census, around 13,000 South Americans have become part of the 
refugee regime. Most of them were Colombians. In fact, according to data from 
the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, Colombian refugees 
constituted more than 60 percent in September 2003 (UNHCR, 2004).

As it has been mentioned, migratory flows towards Costa Rica have existed for 
some decades with higher or lower intensity. This way, Costa Rican population has 
got used to living in a reality configured by this phenomenon. Yet, the migration 
of the last years has been definitively defined by the permanent nature of the most 
recent immigrants: they are not temporal workers that cross the border to pick 
coffee or to cut cane. They are not workers who, expecting the resolution of the 
5 For instance, if on any given Sunday afternoon one walks in La Merced park in San Jose, that is the 
meeting point par excellance for Nicaraguans who live in the capital city, or if one visits the football 
square made into a baseball diamond in any of the districts of the north of the country, one certainly 
would overestimate the real magnitude of the number of neighbors from the north that live in Costa Rica. 
The same would happen if one visits some shopping malls of the Central Valley of the country where 
business owned by Colombians have proliferated.
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political or violent conflicts in their countries, were in a refugee, political asylum 
or exiled status. The perception of Costa Ricans nowadays –supported to a certain 
extent by the official numbers– is that the immigrants arrive to stay, to live in 
the country for an indefinite amount of time, independently from their origin: 
Nicaraguans, Panamanians, Americans or Colombians.

Despite the fact that experts pointed out that by the end of the 80’s the problem 
of the increasing flow of Nicaraguans would be solved once there was peace in 
Nicaragua, the 90’s proved them wrong: the arrival of Nicaraguans to the country 
increased as never before. The explanation can be based on the fact that, on the 
one hand, citizens from the neighboring country saw how the new opposition (or 
convergence) government dismantled the, little efficient but existent, systems of 
social security, and on the other, they saw the drastic increase in unemployment 
rates (Rosero, 2004). Also, given the fact that they could not be considered 
political refugees in other countries of the isthmus or in other regions (Nicaragua 
was already a “democratic” country), it was not worth attempting to arrive to the 
U.S. —the destination for most of the emigrants from the region— if Costa Rica 
presented itself as a more accessible country —and one where the same language 
is spoken— and with better living conditions than those at the homeland (Vargas, 
2005).

Another outstanding aspect in these dynamics is that a considerable amount 
of immigrant Nicaraguans already lived in Costa Rica. This fact constituted a 
valuable social network that would facilitate their integration (Borge, 2005; 
Vargas, 2005; Barquero and Vargas, 2005). In fact, this seems to be the case 
of Colombian immigration. According to census data, government information 
and some academic studies (López, et al., 2006; Varela, undated) an important 
network of immigrants from that nation has been created in the last years in Costa 
Rica and it has become a valuable social capital asset. 

 The settlement of immigrants in Costa Rican territory is, nevertheless, 
taking place in very socially vulnerable zones: peripheral regions with scarce 
coverage of services, in suburbs of the capital and in some semi-peripheral cities 
that experience problems such as being overcrowded, having low quality in 
services and low income – which lead to social and economic scarcity–, lacking 
safety and the reproduction of social risks that affect the most vulnerable groups 
of the population (Rivera, undated; Brenes, 2003; Rosero, 2004). 

This phenomenon can be mainly seen among Nicaraguan immigrants, but 
Colombians do not arrive in the country to live in better conditions either, given 
the simple fact that experiencing the familiar and territorial rootlessness already 
constitutes a significant emotional burden in the process of integration to the 
recipient society.

The existence of immigrant ghettos in the aforementioned territories brings 
about, precisely, stigmatization from the native population. Some authors point 
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out, based on the analysis of processes of national identity, that this phenomenon 
consists of identifying “other threats” (Sandoval, 2003) or, simply, “non-white” 
population, and this continues the metaphor of the liberal discourse that regards 
“whiteness” as the ideal state for a national from Costa Rica.

Human rights, citizenship and kinds of exclusion

A fact that both ‘native’ and ‘foreigner’ populations can easily observe in Costa 
Rica is that in Human Rights field, aliens are in a very inferior situation. This 
implies that immigrants fall in an excluded social category which is more 
subjective than objective and this, of course, has different hues. When one refers 
to these subjective terms of social exclusion, one refers to the fact that differences 
are observed in terms of social status. This depends firstly on the country of 
origin: the situation is not the same in the case of a North American or European 
immigrants and in that of Nicaraguans or, to a lesser extent, that of Colombians.

These segregations tend to be framed, among other factors, by the way in 
which immigrants enter to the country (legal status) and according to the purposes 
they have. On one side, one finds those who enter illegally and cross the border 
on foot — a phenomenon that is stressed in the case of Nicaraguan immigrants, 
above all in the local press and media—, and those who enter as tourists by air 
with the deliberate objective of living in the country for an undefined period of 
time.6

Also, as in most countries of the world, acquiring the nationality of the recipient 
country does not imply per se the possibility of fully exercising citizenry rights. 
In other words, the legal rights of the immigrants can equal those of the native 
population, but this does not imply that they exercise them to the fullest extent.

Foreigners in Costa Rica, beyond obtaining the national citizenship, or having 
the legal status of permanent resident, will always experience factors or conditions 
of exclusion from the native population; above all if they are stigmatized as 
“inferior”. To that respect, the immigration legislation itself provides elements 
for this stigmatization at the moment of deciding, with the political parameters 
that it considers adequate, which citizens are required an entrance visa.7

6 According to Carlos Sandoval (2002), the term ‘immigration’ has become a concept of common sense 
that needs to be critically debated. Both Europeans and North Americans have invested on tourist 
activities in the country (above all in lodging industry) and could be considered “immigrants” given the 
fact that they have left their countries of origin and live in a new nation. Nevertheless, they are considered 
‘investors’, ‘pensioners’ or ‘tourists’. In words of the same author: “… immigrant is a term whose use is 
highly selective; it is reserved to those groups considered, in one or another sense, ‘conflictive’”.
7 An outstanding case corresponds to the request of visa made by Colombians. Until 2001, citizens from 
Colombia did not require visa to travel to Costa Rica. From April 1, 2002, the Costa Rican government 
set in motion a policy to request it mainly due to the remarkable increase in the arrival of Colombian 
immigrants to the national territory. Most of the applicants requested asylum or a refugee condition 
(between 1999 and 2001 there was a change from 78 refugee applications to 5,676). Colombians 
constitute nowadays the second most important group of foreigners in the country, precisely after the 
Nicaraguans in first place.
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In this state of affairs, nationality is an element that determines the access to 
many civil rights applicable to the coexistence in a regime of State of law (for 
instance, the right to vote).8 It also creates consciousness of being or not part of the 
society, segregations among groups of the population and feelings of superiority 
or inferiority among natives and immigrants, as it has been mentioned.

The political treatment given to immigration in Costa Rica is circumscribed 
to public order and police control; one only has to pay attention to the political 
discourses in the country that deal with the topic. In other words, the restrictive 
policies of immigration have led to the creation of situations of illegality around 
immigration.9 They have also created hostility against immigrants in the social 
imaginary, leaving them a much reduced scope for their full integration, so that 
in some cases they have to be part of the submerged economy or the clandestine 
sphere. 

On the other hand, some prerogatives on labor immigration are at stake in this 
dynamic, given the fact that, as in most of the legislations on immigration in the 
world, the provision of employment passes through the filter of the preference 
for the national labor force, especially in those sectors where nationals are the 
main job seekers. Nevertheless, in Costa Rica also occurs that, since immigrants 
have to enter in the country illegally and incorporate to the most precarious labor 
markets, they become an attractive (and not less vulnerable) labor force for local 
employers and businesspeople, and this in turn reinforces the ‘illegal’ and even 
‘criminal’ perception in comparison to the rest of the population.

In any case, the immigration law in Costa Rica is poor in terms of integration 
of immigrants. There is more a selectivity policy in the immigration flows, which 
is above things economic in nature.

Article 6 of the new Immigration law established that the formulation of an 
immigration policy shall be directed, mainly:
1. To select the migratory flows with the objective of increasing foreign 

investment and strengthening scientific, technological, cultural and 
professional knowledge in the areas the State defines as priority.

2. To facilitate the return of nationals who want to return to their homeland 
and, specially, to promote the return of those who have high professional or 

8 A clear differentiation in Costa Rica between those who have Costa Rican nationality and those who 
do not have it and live in the national territory is the right to vote; it is used to both, select their local 
(municipal or district) and national representatives (deputies, legislators and president of the Republic). 
In some of the countries of the European Union this situation does not take place and immigrants can 
chose their local representatives (Kymlicka, 1995; Pajares, 2005). Even in the case of nationals of the 
countries of the EU who live in another country that belongs to the Union, there is a chance for them to 
vote and chose the representatives of the European Parliament (Sassen, 1996).
9 After approving the new Immigration Law in the first parliamentary debate in June, 2006 around 
170,000 immigrants that lived illegally in the country (according to estimations made by the General 
Immigration Directorship) could be deported to their countries. At the same time, there would not be 
a regime of exception for them, despite the critics of diverse sectors of the Costa Rican society, among 
them some agents of the entrepreneurial sector.
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technical qualifications if their reinsertion in the country is possible, according 
to the requirements of the labor market and if the scientific, technological, 
economic, education or social reasons justify it.

3. To control the entrance, departure and legal status of foreign people, to do it 
according to the public security and in the best interests of the country.

4. To direct immigration to the zones whose development is considered as 
priority, towards activities and economic areas the State is interested in 
improving.

On its side, Article 7 of the same Law, mentions that any immigration policy 
shall do the following:
1. To avoid the displacement of national labor due to the incorporation of 

immigrant workers.
2. To respect the human rights and constitutional guarantees of any alien that 

requests legal permanence in the country.
3. To integrate legally remaining aliens to the economic, scientific, social, labor, 

educative, cultural and sport processes.
4. To protect the customs and promote the pacific coexistence of the inhabitants 

of the country, as well as to respect the rights of underage people and women,  
which result in restrictive policies that will be applied during the entrance 
of aliens if it alters the elements and values of coexistence that have been 
mentioned in this paragraph.

Based on this, one can see a clear relation between the political conditions 
on the one hand, and the socioeconomic on the other. They show the specific 
configuration of the Costa Rican State and its respective laws that respond to 
the increasing arrival of immigrants. The first of the components (the political) 
shows a series of measures to hamper excessive immigration —in official terms. 
Despite this, it continues occurring and it has increased, nevertheless. The second 
component (the socioeconomic) seems, on the contrary, to provide comparative 
advantages in comparison to the countries or territories where immigrants were 
born, above all if one considers, on the one hand, the dynamic of offer and demand 
of employment in specific activities and zones of the country and, on the other, 
the existence of a dense network of personal relations that immigrants have.

It is worth mentioning that, according to the Economic Commission for Latin 
America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), unemployment levels (annual average 
rate) in 2003 in the countries that have been mentioned were the following: 
6.7 in Costa Rica, 10.2 in Nicaragua and 14.1 in Colombia (Cepal, 2005). 
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If the political instability and the precarious living conditions in which many 
Nicaraguans live in their homeland (above all in rural areas) is added to that, 
one finds significant reasons for many people from these countries to see in 
immigration a kind of escape in order to improve their living conditions.10

Yet there are other elements of structural nature that one has to take into 
account. The percentage of people who lived under the poverty line in Colombia 
in 2003 was of 54.9 percent, in the case of Nicaragua this value reached 69.3 
percent of the total population. Although this indicator was also high in Costa 
Rica, reaching a fifth of the population (20.3 percent), it is not as dramatic in 
comparison to that from its neighboring countries. These indicators and other 
of social nature such as expenditure in healthcare and education, which give 
shape to the Human Development Index (HDI), show structural and economic 
asymmetries among the countries in study (table 2).

Table 3 shows the branches of the economic activity in which immigrant 
workers from Nicaragua and Colombia take part. As one can see, they are 
much unequal, not only in comparison to the national workers, but also among 
immigrants (Nicaraguan and Colombian).

Most of the employed people who are 15 years or older and who were 
born in Nicaragua incorporate into the agricultural market (25.6 percent), the 
manufacturing and construction markets (28.1 percent), and in a lower proportion 
into trade (19 percent). In the case of this population, their contribution to domestic 
service is very important, especially among women (42.1 percent). On their side, 
Colombians who live in the country enter mainly to trade (34.4 percent) and 
service (23.5 percent) sectors. 

It is remarkable that the employment structure divided by branch of activity 
among Costa Ricans and Colombians is relatively similar, with the exception that 
those born in the South American country do not incorporate into the agricultural 
market, as people from Nicaragua do. A fourth of the Nicaraguans (25.6 percent), 
on the contrary, can be found in this area of the national economy.

In the light of the previous data, one can mention that the part of human capital 
that comprises Nicaraguans and Colombians is different in favor of the latter. 
When observing data of labor insertion divided according to occupational groups, 
one has more elements to argue what has been previously mentioned (table 4).

Half of the Nicaraguan workers who are 15 or older do not have any 
qualification (in the case of women this value increases to 60.3 percent), and 
only 6.6 percent belong to the technical and professional areas. On the contrary, 
the level of qualification among immigrants born in Colombia can even reach 
10 Recent studies mention that 80 percent of the Nicaraguan population has experienced a deterioration 
in their living conditions, or at least has come to a standstill (Morales and Zepeda, 2000). On their side, 
it has been found that among Nicaraguan youths there is a feeling of despair, reflected in the fact that 30 
percent of them express their desire to emigrate from the country due to poverty and lack of employment, 
at the same time, half of them mentioned that the country to which they would emigrate would be Costa 
Rica (IEN, 2001).
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TABLE 3 
COSTA RICA RELATIVE DISTRIBUTION OF EMPLOYED POPULATION OF 15 

YEARS OF AGE AND OLDER, ACCORDING TO ACTIVITY, SEX AND 
SELECTED BIRTH COUNTRIES, 2000

Activity and sex Total Natives Foreigners Nicaragua Colombia

Total (100%) 1 291 266 1 149 887 141 379 107 957 2 845
Agriculture, livestock, hunting, fishing, 
forestry and mining. 19.3 19.0 21.9 25.6 3.3

Manufacturing industry 16.9 17.2 14.3 14.6 17.2

Electricity water, gas and construction 7.8 7.3 11.2 13.5 3.8

Commerce, catering and lodging 21.4 21.4 21.7 19.0 34.4

Transport, storing y commerce 5.7 6.0 2.7 2.1 4.6
Financial, real estate and entrepreneurial
services 7.2 7.2 6.6 5.4 10.1

Public admin, teaching, health and other 17.8 18.8 9.6 5.3 23.5

Domestic service 4.0 3.1 11.9 14.4 3.3

Men (100%) 914 177 819 325 94 852 73 050 1 734
Agriculture, livestock, hunting, fishing, 
forestry and mining. 25.5 25.0 30.0 34.7 4.4

Manufacturing industry 17.0 17.1 15.7 16.0 19.6

Electricity water, gas and construction 10.5 9.8 16.4 19.7 5.2

Commerce, catering and lodging 20.4 20.5 19.5 16.1 35.3
Transport, storing y commerce 7.1 7.5 3.4 2.8 5.5
Financial, real estate and entrepreneurial
services 6.7 6.7 6.7 5.5 10.7

Public admin, teaching, health and other 12.4 12.9 7.4 4.0 19.0

Domestic service 0.5 0.5 1.0 1.2 0.3

Women (100%) 377 089 330 562 46 527 34 907 1 111
Agriculture, livestock, hunting, fishing, 
forestry and mining. 4.3 4.1 5.4 6.5 1.4

Manufacturing industry 16.7 17.4 11.5 11.8 13.4

Electricity water, gas and construction 1.2 1.3 0.8 0.7 1.5

Commerce, catering and lodging 23.8 23.5 26.3 25.1 32.9
Transport, storing y commerce 2.2 2.4 1.3 0.7 3.2
Financial, real estate and entrepreneurial
services 8.2 8.5 6.3 5.2 9.1

Public admin, teaching, health and other 31.0 33.3 14.2 8.0 30.5

Domestic service 12.5 9.5 34.2 42.1 7.9

Source: own elaboration based on the online censual data from Central American Population Center (CCP) of 
the University of Costa Rica (www.ccp.ucr.ac.cr)
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the double of the nationals: 42.7 percent of the Colombians are technicians or 
professionals, whereas among Costa Ricans this number amounts 22.5 percent. 
Likewise, among those who were born in the South American country, only 9.8 
percent are non-qualified, whereas among nationals the number amounts to 23.6 
percent.

One can find more differences in the employment category of the Nicaraguan 
and Colombian immigrants. According to census data from 2000, 13.8 percent 
of the Colombian immigrants were employers, in contrast to only 2.5 percent of 
the Nicaraguans. On their side, six out of ten of the former worked on their own 
(59.6 percent), whereas 83 percent of those born in Nicaragua belonged to this 
category. Among Costa Rican workers, on their side, a fifth of them are salary 
earners, whereas Colombians are only one out of four (table 5).

As it can be seen, it is possible to say that there are certain differences in both 
cases, among the population of Nicaraguan immigrants and that from Colombians, 
as well as between them and the native population. This allow us to make evident 
certain kinds of exclusion directed to the immigrants, around their human capital, 
the way in which they enter into the labor market and on how they integrate into 
Costa Rican society. It is worth mentioning, nevertheless, that the integration of 
immigrants is not only circumscribed to the labor sphere.

By linking these elements to the approaches on social capital —understood as 
kinds of membership to a structure of social networks—, it could be said that it 
is precisely these networks what allows immigrants from almost any nationality 
to absorb the inequalities they find in Costa Rica, and this also allows them to 
maintain certain kind of identity. Both, Nicaraguans and Colombians have access 
to this resource, however it is clear that it occurs in a different way and at different 
levels.

Costa Rican Perceptions on Immigration

In order to analyze the perceptions of the Costa Rican population on the 
immigration phenomenon we have used data from the survey called “Perception 
of the Costa Rican population on immigrations”. It was carried out in June 
2004 by the Institute of Social Studies in Population (Idespo), of the National 
Autonomous University of Costa Rica. The sample population consisted of 
people 18 years or older who were Costa Ricans, lived in private housing with 
telephone landline and had their residence in the Great Metropolitan Area of the 
country, where around 60 percent of the total population lives.11

11 The sample framework used in this survey was the telephone directory. A random sample of telephones 
was selected in a systematic way. People were later selected through a sample of probabilistic quota 
distributed by sex and age groups. The size of the sample was of 600 individuals and has a maximal 
sample error of four percent with a confidence level of 95 percent.
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TABLE 4 
COSTA RICA: RELATIVE POPULATION DISTRIBUTION OF EMPLOYED 

POPULATION OF 15 YEARS OF AGE AND OLDER, ACCORDING TO 
OCCUPATIONAL GROUPS BY SEX AND SELECTED BIRTH COUNTRIES, 

2000

Occupational group and sex Total Nativos Extranjeros Nicaragua Colombia

Total (100%) 1 291 266 1 149 887 141 379 107 957 2 845
Public and private functionaries 2.8 2.8 3.1 0.7 11.4
Technicians and professionals 21.6 22.5 14.5 6.6 42.7
Administrative employees 7.8 8.3 3.8 3.0 6.0
Merchants, qualified workers in 
transport and services 14.1 14.1 14.3 14.0 16.9

Agriculturists, qualified agricultural 
workers 5.9 6.2 3.1 3.2 0.9

Artisans, industrial workers and 
builders 11.4 11.2 13.7 15.8 7.8

Operators and mechanics 10.7 11.4 5.4 5.9 4.5
Untrained workers 25.7 23.6 42.0 50.8 9.8
Men (100%) 914 177 819 325 94 852 73 050 1 734
Public and private functionaries 3.0 2.9 3.7 0.8 15.1
Technicians and professionals 18.9 19.5 14.1 6.9 41.6
Administrative employees 5.0 5.3 2.5 2.2 2.7
Merchants, qualified workers in 
transport and services 11.9 12.0 11.5 10.9 14.9

Agriculturists, qualified agricultural 
workers 8.0 8.4 4.5 4.7 1.4

Artisans, industrial workers and 
builders 15.1 14.6 19.1 21.9 11.1

Operators and mechanics 12.1 12.8 6.0 6.5 6.1
Untrained workers 25.9 24.5 38.5 46.2 7.2
Women (100%) 377 089 330 562 46 527 34 907 1 111
Public and private functionaries 2.3 2.4 1.9 0.5 5.8
Technicians and professionals 28.2 30.0 15.3 6.0 44.5
Administrative employees 14.6 15.8 6.4 4.9 11.2
Merchants, qualified workers in 
transport and services 19.4 19.3 20.1 20.5 20.0

Agriculturists, qualified agricultural 
workers 0.6 0.7 0.3 0.3 0.0

Artisans, industrial workers and 
builders 2.6 2.6 2.7 2.8 2.7

Operators and mechanics 7.2 7.7 4.1 4.7 2.0
Untrained workers 25.0 21.6 49.2 60.3 14.0
Source: own elaboration based on censual data from the Central American Population Center (CCP) of 
University of Costa Rica (www.ccp.ucr.ac.cr).
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The survey provides diverse information related to the perceptions and 
attitudes of the Costa Rican population towards immigrants and immigration. 
The objective of this part is to analyze some aspects related to the attitudes of 
the Costa Rican population towards the integration of immigrants, the exercise 
of their rights and the role of the State with regard to the international migration 
phenomenon.

As it has been mentioned, the intensification of the migration movements 
towards Costa Rica during the most recent years has made the migration topic 
one of the priorities of the public administrations, as well as a priority to different 
academic sectors and to the civil society itself. In this context, there is a debate on 
the effects that immigration has on the social, political and economic institutions 
of the country.

Immigration in Costa Rica, as in most of the countries which receive 
population, is perceived as a threat. This situation, undesirable by itself, shall 
not be surprising given the reasons exposed in previous sections. In any case, 
the perception on the integration and participation of the immigrants in the 
communities where they settle is characterized by a series of phenomena and is 
differentiated, in some cases, by groups of the population divided by sex and age.

TABLE 5 
COSTA RICA: RELATIVE DISTRIBUTION OF THE EMPLOYED POPULATION 

OF 15 YEARS OF AGE AND OLDER, ACCORDING TO OCCUPATIONAL 
CATEGORY BY SEX AND SELECTED BIRTH COUNTRIES, 2000

Occupational category and sex Total Natives Foreigners Nicaragua Colombia

Total (100%) 1 291 266 1 149 887 141 379 107 957 2 845

Boss 4.5 4.4 5.3 2.5 13.8

Salaried 19.5 20.0 15.7 13.5 24.3

Self-employed 74.1 73.7 77.8 83.0 59.6

Unremunerated family worker 1.9 1.9 1.3 1.1 2.2

Men (100%) 914 177 819 325 94 852 73 050 1 734

Boss 5.1 5.0 5.9 2.6 17.2

Salaried 22.8 23.4 17.1 14.7 27.0

Self-employed 70.1 69.5 75.8 81.6 54.5

Unremunerated family worker 2.0 2.1 1.1 1.0 1.3

Women (100%) 377 089 330 562 46 527 34 907 1 111

Boss 3.0 2.9 3.9 2.1 8.6

Salaried 11.6 11.5 12.7 11.0 20.0

Self-employed 83.8 84.1 81.7 85.8 67.6

Unremunerated family worker 1.5 1.5 1.7 1.1 3.8

Source: own elaboration based on censual data from Central American Population Center (CCP) of 
University of Costa Rica (www.ccp.ucr.ac.cr).
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Integration and participation of immigrants

Table 6 refers, precisely, to the perceptions of the Costa Rican population on the 
integration and participation of the immigrants in the scope of the communities 
where the incorporate. It can be seen that only one out of four interviewees (26.1 
percent) believe that immigrants are very integrated to their communities. This 
value is slightly superior in the case of women (27.4 percent) and in young people 
from 18 to 24 years of age (28.4 percent), whereas in the case of individuals from 
45 to 54 years of age, only one out of five (21.8 percent) asserts this situation.

On their side, six out of ten people (59.2 percent) believe that they are little 
integrated, whereas 14.7 percent believe that aliens are not integrated at all, neither 
to their communities nor to the Costa Rican society. It is remarkable that the age 
group from 45 to 54 years is the one that expresses this feeling more frequently 
(24.4 percent); this indicates that there are differentiated opinions depending on 
the generation.

When asked if they agree with the participation of immigrants in the activities 
of their recipient communities, one out of five Costa Ricans (21.3 percent) think 
that they do not agree or totally disagree with it. It is remarkable that one out of 
three individuals (33.8 percent) from 45 to 54 years of age expresses this feeling. 
On the contrary, 87.4 percent of the youngest (18 to 24 years in age) considers 
that immigrants shall take part in the activities of the society that receives them. 
Women have a more favorable expression than men in this regard: 81.9 and 75 
percent, respectively.

One can conclude that perceptions towards the integration and participation of 
immigrants in Costa Rican society (contextualized in the scope of the communities 
where they live) are more favorable among women and young people; although 
in the case of the disaggregation by sex, the differences are not very remarkable. 
The case of the population that is 45 or older is outstanding; their values to the 
described situations are, with a remarkable difference, more unfavorable with 
regard to the others, which indicate a clear differentiation in generational terms.

Rights of the immigrants

The living conditions and the different levels of integration of the immigrants do 
not depend only on their personal characteristics (age, education level, human, 
social and financial capital, or sex) or on their lower or higher participation in the 
social network, that consists mainly on the social networks between the origin 
and destiny societies; they also heavily depend on the amount and quality of the 
rights and duties they are provided by the recipient society.
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One of the most important problems in the contemporary debate on the 
immigrants and their status at the interior of the societies is basically related to 
the exhaustion of the traditional approach to citizenship, which is based on the 
affirmation of the community according to the differentiation with the “other” 
foreigner, that is, according to nationality criteria (López et al., 2006).

The debate on the immigrants and their citizen qualities frequently brings about 
a discomfort feeling within the set of recipient countries. It is expressed both in 
xenophobic reactions and in others that could be called ethical. The latter are 
understood as manifestations from different citizens and organizations towards 
the conditions of inequality that characterize the relations that occur between 
immigrant people and native population. These discrimination processes can be 
seen through the opinions of the Costa Ricans on the rights that immigrants shall 
have (table 7). 

TABLE 6 
COSTA RICA: RELATIVE DISTRIBUTION OF THE PERCEPTIONS OF COSTA 

RICAN PEOPLE OF IMMIGRANTS IN THE COMMUNITIES WHERE THEY 
LIVE BY SEX AND AGE, 2004

Perceptions
Sex and age groups 

Total Men Women 18-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55 and +

To which extent are 
immigrants 
integrated into the 
communities they 
live? 591 295 296 119 164 132 78 98

Deeply 26.1 24.7 27.4 29.4 25.0 28.8 21.8 23.5

Scarcely 59.2 61.4 57.1 58.0 64.0 59.1 53.8 57.1
Nothing 14.7 13.9 15.5 12.6 11.0 12.1 24.4 19.4
How much do you 
agree that immigrants 
participate in the 
activities of the 
communities where 
they live? 598 299 299 119 165 135 80 99

Totally agree 15.1 17.4 12.7 20.2 18.2 14.1 10 9.1

Agree 63.7 58.2 69.2 67.2 67.9 60.7 56.3 62.6
Disagree 15.9 18.1 13.7 8.4 10.3 20.7 26.3 19.2

Totally disagree 5.4 6.4 4.3 4.2 3.6 4.4 7.5 9.1
Source: own elaboration based on data from the survey on the Perception of Costa Rican population of
immigrations, carried out by IDESPO of UNA, in June 2004.
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The information that has been gathered allow us to see that around nine 
out of ten Costa Ricans are in favor of allowing immigrants to have access to 
healthcare services (90.3 percent), to education (95.3 percent) and to services of 
the Costa Rican Justice System (87.8 percent). Values decrease to around eight or 
ten when they refer to the right to be organized (81.4 percent) and to regularize 
their migration situation (77.1 percent). When one speaks about the possibility 
of being beneficiaries of focused social policies –typical in the socioeconomic 
programs of neoliberal kind–, around two thirds of the interviewees are in favor of 
providing immigrants with access to scholarships (69.6 percent), to programs to 
obtain housing (64.7 percent) to credits to create small businesses (67.7 percent). 
These results make us think that there is certain tension between that which the 
interviewees perceive as human rights (especially healthcare, education, justice) 
and citizen rights.

With regard to the analysis by sex, women are more in favor of providing 
immigrants access with housing programs (66.9 against 62.5 percent among 
men). Men, nevertheless, have values higher in around five percentual points 
regarding access to justice (90.6 against 85 percent in women), right to organize 
(83.6 and 79.3 percent, respectively) and the legalization of their migration status 
(79.9 and 74.2 percent in the previous order).

The most remarkable differences can be seen in the generational aspect. Young 
people, especially the group from 18 to 24 years of age, tend to be more in favor 
of the rights of the immigrants than older people. With the exception of the right 
of the immigrants to have credits to create small businesses, the population that 
was interviewed from 18 to 24 years of age are more in favor of the access to the 
rights of the immigrants than the rest of the age groups. On the contrary, people 
who are 45 or older are less in favor of providing immigrants with access to social 
rights and guarantees; there are even differences of more than ten percentual 
points among these extreme age groups in the cases of the access to scholarships 
and housing, and of around five percentual points in the right of the immigrants 
to organize and regularize their migratory status.
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The role of the State with regard to immigration

Regarding the perceptions and opinions on the role of the State on immigration, they 
also have a xenophobic tendency. As a result of the perception that immigration is 
a public order problem, and that the country does not have the capacity to receive 
more immigrants, 73.6 percent of the interviewed people agree or fully agree that 
the Costa Rican State shall not accept more immigrants. Despite this, there is an 
important aspect in this asseveration, and it is that nine out of ten think that the 
State shall accept only immigrants that support the culture and development of 
the nation. Unfortunately, the survey does not allow deepening into some aspects 
of this topic, given the fact that one cannot determine the notions of “culture” 
and “development” that interviewees have, nor which immigrants belong to this 
category (table 8).

On their side, 87 percent of the interviewed people consider that the State 
shall promote an immigration policy. This would represent a specific action from 
the body that regulates national politics. One more time, nevertheless, data do 
not allow recognizing the kind of immigration policy this population refers to, 
however by the values of the other categories, it possibly refers to a policy of 
control rather than to the management of international migration.

TABLE 7 
COSTA RICA: PERCENTAGE OF COSTA RICAN POPULATION SUPPORTING 
THE ACCESS OF IMMIGRANTS TO SOME SOCIAL SERVICES AND RIGHTS 

BY SEX AND AGE GROUPS, 2004

Right to
Sex and age groups 

Total Men Women 18-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55 and +

Health services 90.3 90.0 90.7 90.8 90.2 90.4 90.0 90.0

Education 95.3 96.7 94.0 96.7 93.9 97.0 96.3 93.0

Scholarships 69.6 68.9 70.2 77.5 71.2 68.1 65.0 63.0

Housing 64.7 62.5 66.9 75.0 67.1 60.0 55.1 62.2
Micro-enterprise 
financial credits 67.7 68.4 67.0 65.8 73.5 65.2 67.5 63.9
Services of the judicial 
system 87.8 90.6 85.0 88.3 90.2 86.7 86.3 85.9
Organize 81.4 83.6 79.3 86.7 82.9 75.6 83.5 79.0

Legalize their 
migratory status 77.1 79.9 74.2 78.3 77.3 77.8 76.3 74.7
Source: own elaboration based on data from the survey on the Perception of Costa Rican population of 
immigrations, carried out by IDESPO of UNA, in June 2004.
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With regard to the perceptions towards immigrants who live in country, 
the opinions of the interviewed on the actions that the Costa Rican State shall 
undertake are, one could say, extreme. In concordance with that which the 
Immigration law of Costa Rica establishes, four out of ten interviewees (40.1 
percent) fully agree that national authorities shall deport illegal immigrants. On 
their side, only 14.4 percent of the interviewees fully agree that the State shall 
facilitate the legalization of the immigrants who are in an irregular situation. 
Despite the fact that the sum of the values of those who agree and fully agree with 
the fact that the State shall facilitate the legalization of the immigrants “without 
papers” amounts to 73.4 percent, this number is 20 percentual points minor in 
comparison to the value of those who agree or fully agree to deport them (93.4 
percent).

Finally, 92.5 percent of the interviewed population affirms that the State 
shall promote campaigns of respect in favor of the immigrants, and 86.2 percent 
considers that the Costa Rican State shall fight against the exploitation of 
immigrants. This can be due to, maybe, the perception that Costa Ricans have of 
themselves as being kind and peaceful people who have a democratic vocation 
and respect human rights, as it will be shown below.

National identities

When identities are related to nationality, their referents can be associated to 
feelings of spatial belonging and to references of origin, continuity and destiny 
of the populations (Sandoval, 2003). Among these notions or perceptions, 
frequently one alludes to the creation of cultural expressions in which prejudices, 
stereotypes and ethnocentric representations converge, and they usually lie on the 
base of an ideal and utopist society (Jiménez, 2002).

The results of a study carried out recently (López et al., 2006) on the perceptions 
Costa Ricans have on their characteristics and on those of Colombians and 
Nicaraguans, as a referent of the sense closely related to the national identities, 
show that 70.1 percent of the statements on the characteristics of the Costa Ricans 
are positive; on the contrary, the positive characteristics of the Colombians and 
Nicaraguans represent 52.4 and 40.5 percent, respectively. As it can be observed 
in table 9, this has to do with the self-perception Costa Ricans have in regard to 
referents that have been legitimized in the collective imaginary, which describe 
them as kind, trustworthy, humble, supportive and polite (the sum of these values 
towards Colombians and Nicaraguans amounts to 21.8 and 4.7 percent, in that 
order).

The positive characteristics that are also remarkable in the opinion of 
the people that took part in the aforementioned survey are related to the 
political dimension of the “imagined community” of the Costa Rican nation. 
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In this regard, it can be mentioned that 15.5 percent of the answers related to the 
characteristics of the Costa Ricans are related to the mythologized attributions 
given to them; for instance those as being peaceful, democratic and homeland 
lovers. These aspects, as one can suppose, are almost absent in the assessment 
made to Nicaraguans and Colombians.

Likewise, it is also remarkable that the assessment on the positive contribution 
of ‘the others’ to the Costa Rican society is closely related to the functionality of 
them in the productive system. It stands out that the answers of the interviewees 
relate Colombians and Nicaraguans to the “hard-working” concept (26.4 and 
35.5 percent, respectively). In spite of that, this positive representation of the 
immigrants is accompanied by great contradictions, given the fact that, at least 
in the case of the Nicaraguans, their participation in the labor market occurs, 
precisely, in the informal and most precarious sectors of the Costa Rican economy.

TABLE 8 
COSTA RICA: RELATIVE DISTRIBUTION OF THE COSTA RICAN 

POPULATION PERCEPTIONS ON THE ACTIONS THE STATE MIGHT DO 
BEFORE THE PRESENCE OF IMMIGRANT PEOPLE IN THE COUNTRY, 2004

Perceptions on the State 
stance in relation to 
immigration 

Degree of agreement with the items

Total Totally 
agree Agree Disagree Totally 

disagree(100%)
Do not accept more 
immigrants 598 33.1 40.5 23.4 3.0
Deport undocumented
immigrants 598 40.1 53.3 6.2 0.3
Propitiate a migratory 
policy 596 30.0 57.0 11.4 1.5
Only accept migrants that 
support national culture and 
development 598 27.6 63.3 8.2 0.7
Facilitate their legalization 598 14.4 59.0 22.2 4.3
Develop campaigns in favor 
of respecting the migrants 597 27.3 65.2 6.0 1.5
Combat exploitation toward 
the immigrants 593 22.1 64.1 11.6 2.2
Source: own elaboration based on data from the survey on the Perception of Costa Rican population of 
immigrations, carried out by IDESPO of UNA, in June 2004.
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TABLE 9 
COSTA RICA: RELATIVE DISTRIBUTION OF PERCEPTIONS ON THE 

CHARACTERISTICS OF COSTA RICANS, COLOMBIANS AND NICARAGUAN 
RESIDING IN THE COUNTRY, 2006

Characteristics Costa Ricans Colombians Nicaraguans
(N = 598) (N = 591) (N = 593)

Positive 70.1 52.4 40.5
Kind 37.0 16.2 2.0
Reliable 5.4 2.9 0.8
Humble 3.5 0.7 1.7
United 3.2 0.7
Polite 0.7 1.3 0.2
Pacific 10.9 1.6 0.3
Democratic 2.8 0.2
Patriotic 1.8
Industrious 4.8 26.4 35.5
Enterprising 2.4 ---
Neutral 5.5 10.1 8.6
Look for a better life 0.2 3.1 1.5
They speak differently 2.7 6.4 6.1
Their culture is different 2.3 0.4 0.2
They are physically different 0.3 0.2 0.8
Negative 22.6 35.7 48.7
Not reliable 6.7 4.9 5.1
Passive 4.8 0.5 0.3
Overconfident 4.7 0.2
Egocentric 3.0 0.9 0.3
Individualist 1.7
Antisocial 0.7 19.4 27.2
Uncultured 0.5 3.2
Drunkard 0.3 1.2
Poor 0.2 0.4 11.0
They do drugs 9.6 0.2
Other 1.8 1.8 2.2
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0
Source: own elaboration based on data from the study “National identities, integration and 
citizenship: perceptions toward immigration” (Identidades nacionales, integración y ciudadanía: 
percepciones hacia la inmigración) carried out by the team of Migración y Sociedad Program, 
from IDESPO of UNA, in 2006.
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Conclusions

The results show that there is a stressed ‘valorative’ burden in the Costa Rican 
population, and this is frequently negative towards the immigrant population. 
In this regard, the stigmatization towards these groups can be understood as a 
problem that affects society as whole; considering that all members of it are prone 
to become victims or causers of it. According to Goffman (2001) stigmatization 
is expressed in a negative and discriminatory attitude always directed towards 
an individual or a group that is considered inferior. In this regard, although the 
victim can sometimes be a political refugee, which is the main reason to be 
stigmatized, it is discriminated or evaluated negatively because he or she is part 
of a specific group (‘Nicas’ or Nicaraguans, ‘Paisas’ or Colombians, ‘Nochis’ 
or Chinese people, this in the case of immigrant populations; or also that of the 
Afro-Caribbean and indigenous people who tend to be stigmatized as well).

These evaluations, stigmatizations or prejudices are, nevertheless, the result 
of a series of arguments that tend to be used in most of the countries which have 
a significant amount of immigrants, and they are stressed in the local media and 
in the more conservative political discourses. The most common are related to 
the disloyal competence against Costa Rican workers, the supposed deterioration 
of healthcare services and education, lack of safety and invasion caused by 
immigrants.

In spite Costa Rica is considered diverse in cultural and ethnical terms, an 
adjective that does not only derive from the immigration phenomenon,12 it is 
also true that in the scope of both the conformation of national identities and 
the political action of the State (in both legal and economic terms) it creates 
inequalities and processes of exclusion towards its citizens. In this regard, one 
of the sectors of the most affected population sectors is precisely that of the 
immigrants who live in Costa Rican territory, especially those having an illegal 
situation.

This thinking and feeling do not have to do with the categorizations of 
citizenry and nationality; they do it with the coexistence of diverse population 
groups that live in a specific territory-nation. Costa Rica is a country that, clearly, 
segregates and excludes these populations according to their origin (Nicaraguan 
or Colombian) and their sociopolitical condition (alien, immigrant or a person 
without official documents).

12 The clear example of this is that most of the Afro-Caribbean population lives in the Costa Rican 
Caribbean and this part is culturally differentiated from the rest of the national territory.
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The processes of integration of immigrants in Costa Rica are above immigration 
laws and policies —inexistent in any case—, and acquiring the Costa Rican 
nationality does not help much: aliens and their children will always be aliens, 
even if the latter were born in Costa Rican territory and have the nationality of the 
country that adopted their parents. As mechanisms of defense, many immigrants 
—some in a more accelerated way— lose or hide their own identity.

Another aspect of this is that the integration mechanisms of the immigrants 
are not covered by the laws coming from the State, this occurs given the fact that 
they are not provided with a different individual condition in comparison to that 
of the natives in terms of equality of rights and opportunities (access to healthcare 
and education, for example). The integration of most of them passes through 
the filter of their incorporation into the labor market, and in view of a State that 
is more liberal than centralist in this regard —partly due to the globalization 
and internationalization processes of the economy— their legal situation in the 
country becomes of little importance.

The facts that the mother tongue of most immigrants is Spanish and the 
fact that they practice the same religion, have the same likes, cultural and sport 
practices as those of the native population,13 set differences in comparison to the 
integration processes that take place in the North American and in the European 
countries. Despite this, as pointed out by John Crowley (1999), the cultural and 
linguistic similarities that natives have with the most numerous immigrant groups 
do not set the feeling of belonging to a specific society at all.

The Costa Rican Political Constitution establishes that the political condition 
of the immigrants, apart from their immigration status (permanent resident, 
political exiled or refugee), allows them to be subject to individual and human 
rights, but as we know, they are enforced by the State. When the social functions 
that are centralized and organized by the State are reduced in favor of the market 
laws, the latter, in cooperation with the education processes —these under the 
control of the State— emerge as essential instruments to integrate immigrants 
into Costa Rican society.

From this perspective, the welfare State, the nation and labor market constitute 
a triangle that has defined the scope of migration policies in Costa Rica. Behind the 
curtain of a welfare regime, the Costa Rican State has the goal of watching over 
all the citizens who live within its national borders; the immigration phenomenon 
however has changed these guidelines.

13 According to data from the General Immigration Directorship, revised on August 8, 2005, the population 
of Nicaraguans, the rest of the Central Americans (not including Belizeans) and Colombians who live 
permanently in the country represent 76.2, 5.3 and 3.3 percent, respectively, from the total of aliens in 
Costa Rica. This way, it can be said that 85 percent of the immigrants in the country have more cultural 
similarities than differences with the ‘native’ population.
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