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Introduction

In the last decades Costa Rica has become the worldwide exemplar of sustainable and eco-
tourism, and changed their economy, image to the world and their local population with proper
planning and creative policies. The country, which used to be dependent on the agriculture and
deforestation, has reinvented itself as the ecologically-conscious tourist destination which
receives millions of foreigners each year. As per Barrientos (2024) cites the following attributes
to be among the pillars behind the success of the Republic of Costa Rica strong environmental
policy, extensive network of recognized national parks, active community involvement and their

focus on balancing development and sustainability.

Factors Contributing to Costa Rica’s Success
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Figure 1 Factors Contributing to Costa Rica’s Success

Source- Self-Created

Strong Environmental Policies
The transformation of Costa Rica started with the intentional change of policy. During the 1970s

and 1980s, cattle ranching and agricultural growth were causing the country to experiencgne of
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the largest rates of deforestation in Latin America (Aveo, 2025). Given the risks in the long run,
the government came up with the groundbreaking policies to undo environmental degradation.
These were acayment for Environmental Services (PES) program which paid landowners to
protect forests and biodiversity. This practice held economic incentives and conservation
together, therefore it is possible to cover more forest areas of 50% and above now compared to

the 25% during the 1980s.

Development of National Parks and Protected Areas

The success of tourism in Costa Rica can be largely attributed to their large number of national
parks and conservation zones which is occupy over a quarter of the land in the country (Maestro
et al., 2022). Biodiversity othaces like Manuel Antonio, Arenal Volcano and Corcovado
National Park are globally known. Costa Rica has focused on the conservation and has become a
leading eco-tourism destination in the region, with wildlife watching, hiking and exploring
volcanoes being some of the activities that tourists do. Notably this commitment set Costa Rica

apart with the mass-market destinations with a beach or resort orientation.

Community Involvement and Local Benefits

The Eco-tourism model of Costa Rica incorporates the local communities in the sector. Smaller
lodges, eco-hotels and cooperatives have developed along with the larger tourism businesses.
Community-based tourism is one which has the locals experiencing the economic benefits,
making less inequality and creating support to the conservation policies. Furthermore, education,
healthcare, and infrastructural development of rural areas as the result of tourism income has

empowered the human resources of the country.

International Branding and Marketing

Costa Rica has been able to sell itself as the green destination. The focus on international
campaigns was on biodiversity, adventure tourism and wellness experiences which delivered a
different identity within the global tourism markets (Rojas, Sand and Gross, 2024). The nation
positioned itself with the increasing need of responsible tourism, where the ecologically
conscious tourists mainly originate in North America and Europe. This branding approach

distinguished Costa Rica among other Caribbean rivals who are extremely dependent on all-



inclusive resort tourism and that it is an aspirational brand among the environmentally conscious

travelers.

Political Stability and Education

In contrast with most other countries in the Latin America, Costa Rica has always been
associated with the political stability and a non-existent army (Solis, 2022). Rather, the money
was capitalized in education and social welfare. An educated and literate population helped in

acceptance sustainable practices and proper management of tourism sector.

Challenges and Limitations

Although Costa Rica is called the sustainability success story, its model of tourism also has some

serious issues:

¢ Over-tourism to Some Destinations: Over-crowding of some destinations like Manuel
Antonio National Park has been the problem as it has caused ecosystem and
infrastructure strain.

e Carbon footprint of Air Travel: The majority of international guests come through air,
and this is a paradox as the sustainable destination is a contributor to the global emissions
(Dorta Antequera et al., 2021).

e Socioeconomic Inequalities: Although we have involvement of the community, not
every region is equally promoted. There are still some isolated locations that have no
proper tourism infrastructures.

e Reliance on Tourism: Excessive dependence on tourism exposes Costa Rica to
exogenous economic shocks such as the economic depressions and pandemics (in the
scenario with COVID-19).

e Balancing Growth and Preservation: This is the problem to rise the industry, not

destroying biodiversity or cultural heritage.

Lessons for Other Destinations

The experience of Costa Rica can bring the precious experience to other countries in the

developing tourism in a sustainable manner:



Align Tourism and Environmental Policy: Destinations should integrate tourism in the
more sustainable national strategies (Li et al., 2024). The Costa Rica Payment for
Environmental Services program demonstrates that both conservation and local
livelihoods can be completed to align with the economic incentives. Other countries that
have a good biodiversity can follow similar models.

Treat National Parks like an Investment: Costa Rica counts their national parks as
resources of the tourism enterprise, rather than a restricted region (Casse, Razafintsalama
and Milhgj, 2022). The nation also produces revenue and conserves the nature through
the investments on infrastructure, guided tours and interpretation centers. With the
assistance of a model, developing countries can be influenced to acknowledge natural
capital in the responsible manner.

Empower Local Communities: Community-based tourism will safeguard that people
experience the direct payoff and rise the necessity to resist conservation and tourism
development. Places, which not assume this risk, struggle and become bitter socially. The
example of the Costa Rica shows that small-scale companies may be employed to
complement large-scale tourism.

Branding Around Sustainability: The Costa Rica brand as a sustainable destination is
on the same wavelength with the trend in the world. Other destinations can advance their
cultural authenticity, eco-friendly and wellness tourism as some of the competitive
advantages. The marketing done should be in the good intentions without the
greenwashing.

Further Development of Tourist Products: Costa Rica is a balanced adventure,
wildlife, wellness and cultural tourist destination (Casse, Razafintsalama and Milhgj,
2022). The destinations must be expanded such that they do not rely on one segment and
they must be less vulnerable to shocks. A case in point is that wellness retreats can be
attractive to another set of individuals than adventure sports, which will proposal
resilience.

Act Before It’s Too Late: Costa Rica has established that it is possible to reverse the tide
of overtourism by keenly helping the number of individuals visiting the most complex

locations.



Conclusion

Costa Rica is another signifier of sustainable tourism as the way of development, conservation
and community equalizing. It was the global pioneer as a conservation of biodiversity, which is
appealing to the locals and the green brand. Its strategies despite such problems like over-tourism
and reliance can serve as the lesson to other world destinations that tourism is affordable and

sustainable.
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