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Abstract 

The complexity of recent residential tourism growth on Costa Rica’s coasts calls for new approaches that 

address this phenomenon and its implications in a more mobile and trans-local way. In this article one 

growing residential tourism destination is analysed as a transnational networked space. The focus is on 

three flows or corridors which have enabled the growth of residential tourism and through which its 

implications spread in space. These flows of people and investment from North America, Nicaragua and 

central Costa Rica have not been established automatically: they build on a history and have been 

reinforced. This does not mean that local groups are left without opportunities; however, some of them 

increasingly experience a disconnection from mainstream national development. 

 

Introduction 

 

Residential tourism figures prominently among current mobility phenomena: between tourism and 

migration, this activity constitutes a particularly interesting subject to research post-modern, mobile 

lifestyles and globalisation ‘on the ground’. At the same time, the residential tourism industry, with its 

focus on land transactions and urbanisation and its increasing penetration into peripheral developing 

regions provides an urgent research topic in development studies. Residential tourism engenders multiple 

linkages to and from local space: it entails an influx of foreign residents, short-term tourists, investment and 

labour migrants, with an associated range of financial and cultural linkages.  
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Residential tourists can be thought of as being on a continuum between permanent migration and tourism 

(Hall and Williams, 2002). A main feature and difference with short-term tourism is that residential tourists 

establish themselves temporarily or permanently in another country or region by buying (or sometimes 

renting) a private residence there. Furthermore, residential tourists differ in many ways from labour 

migrants too, since leisure, lifestyle and cost of living (rather than labour) are key factors in their migration 

and stay (Benson and O’Reilly, 2009).1  The literature on residential tourism has led to important 

understandings of this relatively new phenomenon, for example on its implications for local socio-

economic development and power relations in the destination areas (Aledo, 2008; McElroy and de 

Albuquerque, 1992; Román, 2008; McWatters, 2009; Cañada, 2010; Janoschka, 2009). However, what 

seems to be missing in the recent debate is a sense of how residential tourism, besides being in itself an 

expression of complex current forms of mobility and transnationality, also produces profound trans-local 

effects that are not limited to the destination areas. Despite the recent ‘mobility turn’ in social science, in 

which static research objects make way for travelling paths and mobile lifestyles (Urry, 2007), studies of 

residential tourism rarely apply such mobile and multi-local approaches.  

 

Some insights from ‘short-term tourism’ literature are useful here. Torres and Momsen (2005) argue that an 

international tourism resort such as Cancún can best be analysed as a ‘transnational space’. Hence they 

analyse the effects of Cancún’s tourism development not only in terms of local socio-spatial effects, but 

also in terms of its connections to different areas through production-related and consumption-related 

migration flows. A multi-scalar view of transnationalism is played out in Cancun, with multinational 

tourism franchise agreements, international tourist flows, national government development strategies, 

domestic tourism industry investment, and migration-related livelihood strategies at the household level all 

coming together. This is expressed locally in a transnational networked space with complex and profoundly 

unequal spatial arrangements. However, tourism’s effects stretch far beyond the boundaries of the tourism 

destination itself. 

 

For a detailed analysis of the global-local nexus René van der Duim’s work on actor-networks in tourism is 

also useful. He argues that globalisation is not an automatic and uninterrupted flow affecting localities 

through tourism: rather, for a tourism project or destination to emerge, specific methods are needed to bring 

together entities and actors that are sometimes radically different or distant. These are the processes of 

translation (Van der Duim, 2005, 2007). Other works on the ethnography of globalisation have contributed 

in a similar way to constructing an elaborate view of global-local connections: Anna Tsing’s idea that 

aspirations of global connection come to life in friction, the grip of worldly encounter, is useful here too 

(Tsing, 2005).  

                                                 
1 As a result of the confusion around its definition, in the literature different labels have been adopted: lifestyle migrants, retirement 
migrants, amenity migrants and second-home owners (Benson and O’Reilly, 2009; McIntyre, 2009). I will here use the term 
residential tourism, firstly to account for the importance of not only retirees but also younger migrants; and secondly in order to focus 
attention on its close relationship with short-term tourism. 
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In this article I trace the three main flows of people and capital that have enabled the development of a 

residential tourism destination in Costa Rica, and that function as ‘development corridors’ through which 

development effects are canalised to other areas. I analyse how these flows and connections were 

established through specific interactions and imaginaries. Based on these ‘development corridors’, I 

analyse how the implications of residential tourism are multi-local, travelling and diffuse, rather than static 

and local. The geographical focus of this paper is the Costa Rican northwest coast (Guanacaste province), 

where residential tourism has experienced notable growth from about 2002 up to 2008, mainly directed by 

the North American market. The first flow is then between North America and Guanacaste: a diverse flow 

of investment and human mobility from the US and Canada into Guanacaste has been at the root of 

residential tourism development. Second, the Nicaragua–Guanacaste flow will be dealt with: human 

mobility along this corridor has been an important enabling factor for the residential tourism industry, and 

development effects are transferred back into Nicaragua. Lastly, an internal flow in Costa Rica will be dealt 

with: the Central Valley–Guanacaste domestic corridor. Economic linkages along this corridor have been 

intensified by residential tourism, complemented by human migration; as such, this flow is also important 

in assessing development impacts.2 Before analysing the corridors I will describe some basic characteristics 

of residential tourism in Costa Rica. 

 

Residential tourism in Costa Rica  

 

In the first decade of the 21st Century residential tourism in Central America experienced dramatic growth, 

with Costa Rica, Panama and Mexico figuring among the most prominent destinations, while other 

countries such as Nicaragua have been growing in importance. Costa Rica has been a popular relocation 

destination for US and Canadian citizens since the 1970s, with flows that to focus mainly on the urban 

central valley area of the country. Since about 2002, the country’s Pacific coast has experienced a 

residential tourism boom, making the phenomenon more spatially concentrated and visible. However, from 

2008 the financial crisis has put a halt on the boom, and recovery has been slow. Official population 

numbers hardly come close to quantifying residential tourism, as temporary populations are left out; but 

according to rough estimates, 50,000 North American citizens (forming about 1% of the national 

population) were estimated to have their residence in Costa Rica in 2010 (pers.comm. ARCR Costa Rica), 

whereas in 2009 estimates were still between 30,000 and 40,000 (Janoschka, 2009).  

 

In Costa Rica the enhanced importance of residential tourism and the real estate industry more generally is 

reflected in foreign direct investment (FDI): whereas tourism and real estate respectively made up 15 per 

                                                 
2 The empirical material for this article was collected during two periods of ethnographic fieldwork in the areas of Tamarindo and 
Playas del Coco, Costa Rica: in May-December 2008, and September-November 2009.  These includes more than 50 interviews with 
inhabitants of different origins as well as leaders of organisations and activists; in addition, participant observation was used, e.g. 
during associations’ meetings and informal conversation. Besides the empirical material, this article uses secondary sources from 
academics, archives, media and internet blog sources to trace the different flows into Guanacaste..  
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cent and 5 per cent in 2003, by 2007 these percentages had increased to 17 per cent for tourism and 34 per 

cent for real estate (BCCR, 2008). In the two main micro-regions of tourism development in Guanacaste 

(the Tamarindo area and the Playas del Coco area), a total of 145 completed residential tourism projects 

were identified in 2010 (van Noorloos and Zoomers, 2010), with a very conservative estimated total of 

almost 8,000 plots, houses or apartments. The majority were relatively small apartment complexes, but 

there were also eight large projects of more than 200 entities. In addition, 45 more projects were announced 

but their construction was halted or had not yet started (often due to the post-2008 financial crisis); these 

included some very large projects. Investment in tourism and real estate was mostly of foreign origin: 

almost 75 per cent of the project developments were at least partly of North American origin, whereas 35 

per cent were at least partly of Costa Rican origin. Combinations of both were also common. This reflects 

how Costa Rica’s residential tourism industry mainly caters for the North American market: for example, 

between 2004 and 2007, 55.2 per cent of FDI in real estate in Costa Rica was from the US, followed by 

Canada (7.5 per cent) and Germany (4.8 per cent) (BCCR, 2008). A combination of individual land and 

house sale and many different types of more formal and pre-arranged development projects makes for a 

complicated industry. 

 

The North America – Guanacaste corridor 

 

Residential tourism has brought new flows of human migration, tourism and investment to the Costa Rican 

northwest coast, mainly from the US and Canada. The North America-Guanacaste connection is not new, 

however. Already by the 1880s a few US citizens acquired very large livestock haciendas in Guanacaste 

(Edelman, 1992). Until the 1970s, there was a large beef export industry from Guanacaste to the US, and 

North Americans invested huge amounts of money in land in Guanacaste. Processes of foreign land 

acquisition for high prices, together with other factors, made Guanacaste a space for speculation, 

concentration and subutilisation of land (Edelman, 1992). This development also had its effects in coastal 

areas of Guanacaste, where the first speculators and investors, foreign and national, bought land in the 

1970s, and land buying intensified in the 1980s.3 These investments were already made with a view to 

future tourism and urban development, as tourism was growing in what was by then an economically 

depressed area.  

 

The Costa Rican government was quick to recognise the region’s potential for attracting tourism and 

foreign retirees, but the incentives and policies it put in place did not have the intended effect in 

                                                 
3
 For example, the area of Playa Grande was bought in the 1970s by Robert Vesco, a North American. The area of Pinilla was bought 

in 1974 by Hoover Gordon Pattillo, a North American investor who started developing it as a residential community in the 1990s. A 
multinational group of developers bought the land for Reserva Conchal in the 1980s. North American real estate brokers have been 
active since early years:  Century 21 was established in the area in 1977. 
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Guanacaste.4 Until the 1990s there were only a small number of exploratory international tourists, some of 

whom established themselves in the area. However, by 2002 the Guanacaste coast had become an 

international tourism destination with a diverse tourism cluster (Hein, 2002):  hotels in all different ranges, 

restaurants, tour operators, guides, souvenir shops, and transportation companies. Many business owners 

were foreign. The real estate market was active and a number of residential communities had been 

established. But the pace of development the region was about to experience was unprecedented. In the 

next few years, a real estate and residential tourism boom would be created, and Guanacaste’s connection 

to international investors, developers, tourists, and migrants, particularly in the US and Canada, would be 

greatly intensified.   

 

The success of the privatist and laissez faire-type ‘development regime’ in attracting more flights and better 

airport infrastructure and putting the region on the map, was a main trigger in developing Guanacaste coast 

as a residential and large-scale tourism destination (Janoschka, 2009; Morales and Pratt, 2010). North 

American tourism and real estate developers and investors secured their investments, often in collaboration 

with national developers and investors, through national government support.5 In addition to a few large 

‘pioneer’ developments, there was also a chaotic proliferation of other developments and initiatives in the 

real estate and construction industry: apartment complexes, land urbanisations, vacation home complexes, 

luxury home projects. Most of these were also developed and bought by North Americans (Van Noorloos 

and Zoomers, 2010).  Another important push towards residential tourism was caused by innovations in the 

tourism industry that were brought into Costa Rica: investors and hotel chains, mostly from the US and 

Spain, introduced combinations of short-term tourism and real estate/residential products. Tourists are a 

perfect target for the real estate industry to buy property: the tourist’s desire to experience and gaze at 

different things (Urry, 1990) is easily converted into a desire to own. On the other hand, finance and 

investment for new residential communities and vacation home complexes can be attracted partly from the 

home buyers themselves, which lowers the need for own investment.6  

 

However, these factors relating to the development regime and the changing tourism offer are not sufficient 

to explain the boom in residential tourism. How did Guanacaste manage to attract so many North American 

residential tourists, investors and speculators? While there are naturally a number of important structural 

                                                 
4 Incentives included the 1964 special pensionado law that offered advantages to foreign retirees establishing in Costa Rica, and the 
planned development in 1978 of a national tourism resort in Guanacaste, the Papagayo Gulf Tourism Pole. The resort failed to meet 
expectations in its first two decades, as most of the land concessions were not used (Salas Roiz, 2010). 
5 This support was given, for example, through de facto policies of coastal land privatisation (e.g. government given out multiple 
concessions of coastal land to a developer; not only in the Papagayo project but in general);  turning a blind eye on environmental and 
other  irregularities in tourism projects; applying ‘declarations of national interest’ to certain tourism projects to bypass strict 
environmental regulations; supporting a new law on easier approval of marinas; and establishing a public-private partnership for water 
provision to Guanacaste coastal areas (van Noorloos and Zoomers, 2010). 
6 Often the apartments and houses are subsequently used as vacation rental properties (through a property management company), thus 
functioning as a sort of hotel, but without the same need for investment. In addition, another increasingly popular feature imported 
from the US are timeshare arrangements and partial ownership..     
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factors in North American society that have been important 7, global capitalism creates an economy of 

appearances, as Tsing (2005) asserts, investors’ choices are partly driven by their dreams, desires and 

imaginations. Indeed, North Americans project a number of dreams and desires onto Costa Rica and 

Guanacaste: these have to do with a longing for coastal ‘pura vida’ living, a relaxed lifestyle surrounded by 

nature and beach, a prolonged holiday, as directly opposed to their home country lives and retirements 

which they portrayed as enduring work stress, personal stress and ‘rat race’, and more8 (see also 

McWatters, 2009). Though not all property owners have personal tourism-related interests, many investors 

in real estate are lured by the promises of quick and large profits. ‘Costa Rica property’ was until recently 

seen by many as an easy and cheap investment with guaranteed profits. The powerful ideas of a global real 

estate market and ‘the world as a retirement destination’ have been key to imagining the possibility of 

foreign real estate investment and residential tourism in Costa Rica. The ‘international’ (or rather, North 

American) real estate sector not only profits from the idea of an open, globalised world, but it has actively 

contributed to the making of globality in real estate investors’ minds. Central America was one of the new 

frontiers of the real estate industry. However, the extension of real estate markets into new developing 

countries was not an automatic flow of market forces: the privatisation and individualisation of land 

worldwide have greatly contributed to this. In accordance with the ideas and practices on land titling and 

security of property promulgated by international institutions such as the World Bank and the Inter-

American Development Bank, people all over the world can now buy land almost wherever they want, 

provided they have the financial resources (Zoomers, 2010).  

 

As the residential tourism boom has expanded, flows of people have become more self-sustaining: through 

personal transnational networks and a transnational business climate that has evolved around residential 

tourism, North Americans who owned property in Guanacaste have brought in new home owners as well as 

short-term tourists. The flow of residential tourists coming into Guanacaste from North America, most of 

whom only live part-time on the property or use it as a vacation home or investment9, is not only 

complemented by frequent short-term tourism flows, but also by a variety of other immigrants from the US 

and Canada: developers, business owners, real estate brokers, and labour migrants. It is important to also 

consider these related flows of people: while most residential tourists themselves are not yet established in 

the area year-round, these other migrants often do have a more visible presence. Developers’ offices and 

real estate companies tend to be owned by North Americans, while they hire national as well as foreign 

                                                 
7 A number of structural factors originating in ‘the West’ or in the US and Canada more specifically, are often mentioned as important 
factors behind the growth in and potential for retirement migration: demographic factors in the US and Canada (current and future 
growth of retirement-aged generation), increasing health costs and decreasing retirement pensions in the US, cheap interest rates in the 
US (before financial crisis), and current generations retiring in the near future have become used to international travelling. Also, 
general factors relating to increased time-space compression are often mentioned, such as cheap and quick travel and improved and 
cheaper long-distance communication possibilities  (McWatters, 2009; MPI, 2006). 
8
 From analysis of eight Costa Rica residential tourists’ blogs, 2010 

9 At Hacienda Pinilla, 80 per cent of home and land buyers were from the US (Morales Chavarría, 2005). Most of them used their 
property as a second home or investment, rather than as a full-time home. At Reserva Conchal, 50 per cent are from the US 
(www.reservaconchal.com). At Pacífico, 43 per cent of buyers are from the US, and 5 per cent are Canadian.  48 per cent purchased 
their property as an investment, 31per cent as a second home, and only 16 per cent as a primary residence (www.pacifico-
costarica.com)  
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personnel: in a survey of 16 real estate companies established on the Guanacaste northwest coast with 

presence on the internet, all owners were either North American (majority) or European. Among the 

associated brokers and employees of these real estate offices, 57 per cent were from North America or 

Europe, whereas 43 per cent were from Latin America, most from Costa Rica.10 Field observations and 

informal conversations made clear that in the timeshare business around Playas del Coco many North 

Americans as well as Europeans were employed. Many different small tourism businesses are also operated 

by North Americans: restaurants, bars, hotels, hostels and tour companies.  

 

The differential involvement of all these diverse groups of North Americans, some of whom have been 

attracted to the area by specific employers, others have come to try their luck in employment or business, 

whereas still others were attracted for lifestyle reasons, makes it difficult to conceptualise and analyse 

‘gringo’ involvement as one powerful globalisation flow.  

 

The Nicaragua – Guanacaste corridor 

 

However, the North America- Guanacaste connection is not enough to make a residential tourism boom 

possible. There are other corridors which have contributed to the boom, and which should be taken into 

account when analysing the sector’s effects. One of them is the labour migration connection between 

Nicaragua and Guanacaste.  

 

It is estimated that 14 per cent of Nicaraguans live abroad, and the largest group lives in Costa Rica: an 

estimated 335,000 Nicaraguan migrants in 2005 (Baumeister et al., 2008), making up almost per cent of the 

national population. A considerable part of them lives in north-west Guanacaste: in the coastal districts of 

Nacascolo, Sardinal, Cabo Velas and Tamarindo, respectively 11 per cent, 10 per cent, 12per cent and 5 per 

cent of the population counted in the 2000 census were from Nicaragua (INEC, 2000). Many of them have 

migrated long ago: during the 1980s Nicaraguans coming into Costa Rica were mostly political and war 

refugees, whereas in the 1990s, after the peace agreements, these flows quickly made way for more 

economically driven labour migration (Morales and Castro, 2002; Baumeister et al., 2008). Besides these 

permanent migrants, there are also a large number of seasonal and temporary migrants that enter Costa Rica 

each year.  

 

The phenomenon of temporary migration from Nicaragua (particularly Rivas) to Guanacaste was greatly 

reinforced by the real estate and construction boom from about 2002; as residential condominium blocks, 

houses and commercial centres filled the coastal landscape, the construction sector was in constant need of 

a low-skilled, flexible and cheap labour force. In Costa Rica, 65 per cent of construction workers is 

Nicaraguan (Bolaños Céspedes, 2009); and it was estimated that in 2008 and 2009 respectively 60,000 and 

                                                 
10 These numbers may be somewhat biased towards officially established real estate companies; however, there is no indication that 
numbers more informal real estate brokers would be much different.   
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77,000 workers would be needed in construction in Guanacaste and Jacó; however, with the economic 

crisis 19,000 jobs were lost (Eirene-Cenderos, 2009). Nicaraguans also carry out a number of other tasks 

related to the residential tourism sector: men work in gardening and as security guards, whereas women do 

domestic work and in restaurants. Labour opportunities in the Costa Rican tourism and construction 

industry have provided an extra poverty alleviation strategy to Nicaraguan young men and women, a safety 

valve in the face of a lack of labour opportunities and possibilities of maintaining a decent livelihood back 

home.11 Whereas in Guanacaste the Costa Rican labour force has moved towards tourism and real estate 

activities, Nicaraguans carry out the low-paid and low-skilled work.  

 

The northwest of Costa Rica and the southwest of Nicaragua, being border areas, have traditionally 

maintained close economic, social and cultural links. Nicaraguan circular migration between Rivas and 

Guanacaste has been common since the second half of the 19th century (Edelman, 1992; Baumeister et al., 

2008). More than forty years ago Nicaraguan peasants without land started to migrate to sugar cane 

plantations in Costa Rica in a temporary migration flow. From the 1990s migration from Rivas became a 

mass phenomenon, as sugarcane plantations in Nicaragua were closed (Baumeister et al., 2008). Thus the 

residential tourism industry is now benefiting from that established migration corridor, which is kept in 

place and extended through labour opportunities, social networks and cultural imaginaries. 

 

With a strong migration corridor in place, recruitment in the construction industry mainly takes place in 

Costa Rica, as many Nicaraguans (irregular migrants or with a tourist visa) offer their labour on site. 

Domestic workers’ recruitment occurs through personal networks: women, either living in Nicaragua or 

already in Costa Rica, are recommended by a family member or friend in Costa Rica, who will be a 

guarantor (Baumeister et al., 2008). A good deal of the construction-related migration in Guanacaste is 

flexible, volatile, temporary and irregular in nature.  According to the Costa Rican social security institute, 

73 per cent of construction workers in Guanacaste (all nationalities) lack social security cover 

(OIM/AECID/MTSS 2009, in Bolaños Céspedes, 2009, p. 20-21). The great fragmentation and 

subcontracting of project contracts in the construction industry makes orderly and lawful labour recruitment 

difficult (Bolaños Céspedes, 2009). Domestic work is also associated with low levels of social security 

coverage (Eirene-Cenderos, 2009).  

 

To investigate development effects of residential tourism in Costa Rica, the migration chain should be 

followed back to Nicaragua to see how Costa Rican employment affects families there. While some authors 

argue that remittances from Costa Rica to Nicaragua have strong implications for poverty alleviation and 

more equal income distribution (Monge et al., 2009), others are more critical: Morales and Castro (2002) 

argue that migration is not a way out of poverty for most households, but merely a survival strategy that 

may reproduce poverty on a binational scale. In the specific case of out-migration from Rivas to Costa 

                                                 
11 For a construction worker, the minimum salary is $15 a day in Costa Rica, and $1 per hour in Nicaragua.  A domestic worker earns 
a minimum wage of $265 a month in Costa Rica, compared to real wages of US$50-US$100 in Nicaragua.  
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Rica, the study by Baumeister et al. (2008) gives a number of indications on its effects on development. 

Temporary migrants’ remittances are mostly spent on consumption of basic goods; and sometimes on 

house improvement, household goods, cell phones, clothes; or to pay debts. When the migration is more 

prolonged and in a regular manner, remittances are higher and allow for more investment in housing, 

furniture, household goods, and in study.  

 

Thus the flows of money from Guanacaste to Nicaragua contribute to poverty alleviation, but the impacts 

this labour migration will have on Nicaraguan communities in the long-term are doubtful. Especially in the 

construction sector, the financial crisis has strongly reduced labour opportunities12; in general, construction 

and real estate booms such as the one in Guanacaste are necessarily limited in time. Besides that, adverse 

labour conditions –low social security coverage, risky work environments etc.– make it clear that personal 

wellbeing and empowerment might be severely sacrificed in the process. On the other hand, the residential 

tourism industry also provides opportunities in other sectors such as domestic work, restaurants, security 

and in retailing. These are often carried out by permanent migrants, who often have their families 

established in Costa Rica (see also Steel, Winters and Sosa, 2011, in this collection).  

 

In interviews in 2009, in the midst of the financial crisis and real estate crisis in Guanacaste, Nicaraguan 

inhabitants without exception emphasised the importance of tourism and construction for employment. 

They had taken advantage of the job opportunities offered by foreign investment, and depended on 

‘foreigners’ and tourism as a source of income. 

 
I’m jobless now, but if I manage to find a job I would like to work about a year and a half longer 
and buy a lot in Nicaragua, build my own house there. Here you can’t do that. Having a job I could 
invest the money there: to build a house, maybe put up a business, it could help me a lot. I always 
sent money to Nicaragua each month, 100, 80 or 70 dollars, but now I can’t. 
(interview 29 October 2009: Nicaraguan construction worker who had lived for four years in 

Playas del Coco) 

 

(…) my partner is now without a job. Some time ago he entered again at Matapalo (Hotel RIU), and 
he worked there for 28 days, now he’s still waiting for his pay. We have to wait what comes up, but 
he doesn’t have a steady job. Now to help with the house income I do things like vending, I sell 
corn, I make tamales, and sometimes I sell cosmetics, to help. (….) Sometimes I send money to 
Nicaragua, but not a lot, not monthly. When you have your children in Nicaragua you get used to 
sending money each month, but my children have always been here with me. 
(interview 28 October 2009: Nicaraguan woman who had lived for eight years in Costa Rica, 

Playas del Coco) 

 

The Central Valley – Guanacaste corridor 

 

A third corridor that has been strengthened by residential tourism is a domestic one between the Costa 

Rican centre (the Great Metropolitan Area, to be called GAM, comprising areas of high population density 

                                                 
12 In fieldwork interviews and observations in 2009 it was confirmed that many Nicaraguans who worked in construction have 
returned to Nicaragua or turned to agricultural work due to a lack of opportunities. 
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including the capital, San José, and other cities Alajuela, Heredia and Cartago) and the Guanacaste coastal 

area. First, economic flows have been strengthened, with many companies from the GAM investing in the 

area. In his study of tourism in two coastal regions in Costa Rica, Hein (2002) points out how economic 

backward linkages of tourism tend to benefit agricultural producers from central Costa Rica, rather than 

provide local and regional producers in the tourism areas with opportunities. In the same vein, Hein further 

argues, construction companies that work in the tourism industry are also mainly based in San José, thereby 

producing national ‘linkages’ while not contributing to regional business. This bias towards the Costa 

Rican metropolitan area to the detriment of regional localities has been further reinforced by the emergence 

of residential tourism. With an increased focus on construction, and the construction industry in Costa Rica 

mainly coming from the central area, the connection between Guanacaste and the GAM was intensified.13 

Besides that, other businesses based in and around San José established new linkages and branches in 

coastal provinces: developers, banks, large supermarkets, private hospitals, private security companies, 

lawyers’ offices, and car rental companies.  

 

With the arrival of new businesses from the national centre, workers were also attracted from outside the 

region. As educational opportunities in the hitherto peripheral area were largely lagging behind the needs of 

the tourism industries, highly skilled employees in real estate, project developing, tourism and construction 

were often brought in from the GAM.  They were offered good labour conditions and some were attracted 

by a tourist lifestyle near the coast. Besides the highly-skilled, other people from the GAM came to the area 

as well, albeit in more self-organised ways: some because of family ties, others for low-skilled work or 

establishing small businesses. Guanacaste has in the past had a negative migration balance for decades and 

is known as a province of out-migration, with flows particularly tending towards the GAM (classic rural-

urban migration). This situation has now changed as a consequence of the economic growth related to 

tourism, at least in the coastal districts and in the capital of Guanacaste, Liberia: these areas have turned 

into economic focal points. In recent years many young people from the centres are seeking their fortune on 

the coasts. Also, families that had migrated to other regions in earlier decades have come back to the area. 

While Guanacaste was still a province of net out-migration in the 2000 census, during the 1995-2000 

period the migration balance had become less negative. This development seemed to continue into the 21st 

century: household surveys from 2004-2007 show only a slightly negative migration balance in Guanacaste 

(when comparing people’s place of residence two years ago with their current place of residence); and for 

2009 there was even a positive migration balance, with a large number (11,400) of internal migrants, were 

mostly from the GAM region, but also from other regions such as the North and Atlantic (INEC, n.d.).  The 

2008 household survey is illustrative in that, of those occupied in the sector of real estate, company 

development and renting activities, only 48 per cent were from Guanacaste (in other provinces this number 

is between 60 and 80 per cent); whereas 21 per cent were from the central valley (INEC, n.d.).  

 

                                                 
13 However, subcontracting and fragmentation are characteristic for the construction industry in the area; the subcontracting firms are 
often from the region itself. Still, the main financial flow links back to the large companies in the centre .  
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This influx of Costa Ricans from the GAM into marginal areas in turn gave a new impulse to the real estate 

and construction industry, as they entered the renting market. Many Costa Ricans also invested in land and 

houses in Guanacaste as a vacation home property or investment.14 With increased human and financial 

linkages between Guanacaste and the GAM, it becomes clear that one of the groups profiting from the real 

estate and residential tourism boom has been the central-Costa Rican middle class (and elites). Young 

employees have benefited from well-paid job opportunities, and investors and business owners have seen 

good business and returns to investment, at least until the crisis.  

 

Conclusion: space for trans-local development? 

 

Tsing describes how local, national and international configurations, events and ideas come together in a 

certain locality to produce specific effects, as opposed to the idea of global flows arriving in predictable 

ways (2005).  In Guanacaste, the corridors and flows of North American investment and migration, Costa 

Rican central valley investment and migration, Nicaraguan migration, and local governments, business 

owners and communities came together and produced a residential tourism boom, thereby converting the 

coast into a transnational space (Torres & Momsen, 2005). This was not an automatic and uninterrupted 

flow of simple capitalist forces: structural factors, historical circumstances and purposive action brought 

the three flows into Guanacaste and made for a complex and diverse development.    

 

Two broad qualification remarks should be made. First, the aim of the discussion has not been to deny the 

existence of other migration and investment flows, such as those from Europe or South America; but these 

are generally smaller. Second, it would be wrong to argue that local populations are left without any 

employment or investment opportunities because of all these transnational flows. A considerable number of 

local and regional people from Guanacaste do find employment in the tourism, real estate and construction 

sector (see also Programa Estado de la Nación, 2007); and there are locally-owned businesses. However, 

the benefits and drawbacks of tourism and real estate are unequally distributed: a number of nearby towns 

can benefit from employment, whereas others deal with negative externalities such as water scarcity; and 

various population groups, such as local families living off fishery in Playas del Coco15, are left outside the 

tourism economy. 

 
 The only jobs that companies offer us here is like construction and things like that, they don’t offer 
good jobs because those jobs always go to people from outside. The thing is that it’s not enough 
anymore to speak English, you have to speak several foreign languages now. And that’s how people 
get isolated. (….) The problem is also that we are mothers with small children, we cannot have a 
permanent job because we have to take care of the children, and also the salaries are very low in 
general; it’s not even enough to pay someone to take care of your kids. 
Interview inhabitant Matapalo, 17 November 2008 

 

                                                 
14 At Pacífico residential community, 48 per cent of the owners are from Costa Rica (www.pacifico-costarica.com); at Reserva 
Conchal, this is more than 20 per cent  (www.reservaconchal.com) 
15 Interviews Playas del Coco, September/October 2009 
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The crucial question is whether increased trans-local connections flowing from residential tourism can 

provide people with better opportunities to lead valuable lives; whether they contribute to development. 

Applying a trans-local analysis - rather than automatically focusing on the local - complicates every 

evaluation of residential tourism’s development potential. It shows that some local people may become 

increasingly disconnected by residential tourism, even in spite of physical proximity; whereas new 

opportunities are given to more distant employees and businesses. Development implications travel in 

space, towards Nicaraguan hometowns of migrants and the Costa Rican centre.  

 

These trans-local implications further complicate any assessment of residential tourism’s implications: for 

example, there is no consensus on the structural effects that Nicaraguan employment in Costa Rica’s 

residential tourism industry has on development in Nicaragua. What is more, such a trans-local analysis 

reminds us of a number of biases in development research and in migration and development debates (see 

also Raghuram, 2009): Nicaraguan migrants are seen as ‘development subjects’, they are either seen as in 

need of being developed or they are made co-responsible for the development of their country of origin. On 

the other hand, domestic Costa Rican migrants, often from middle class backgrounds, are regarded as 

individuals in search of personal empowerment opportunities. The same is true for residential tourists, who 

in addition often feel a desire or even moral pressure to contribute to local development in the destination. 

The analysis of a complex transnational space such as a residential tourism destination can then also make 

us rethink some of the assumptions of development research and practice.  
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