Vaccine, Malaria and Travel Information



Country Profile — COSTA RICA

GENERAL INFORMATION

Costa Rica is located in Central America immediately to the north of Panama. The Caribbean coast is covered with dense, tropical jungles and is mostly uninhabited. The Pacific coast is less humid with many spectacular beaches, and the central highland valley offers a pleasant spring-like climate throughout the year.

 Costa Rica is a developing nation but is in the upper half of the world's economies. Tourist facilities are good in San Jose and generally adequate in the remainder of the country. Adequate private medical care is available in San Jose but is not up to the standards of industrialized countries. Medical care is substandard outside San Jose.



 Visa applicants may need to meet specific requirements. Review the application and contact Costa Rica's embassy if you have questions.

 VACCINES AND MALARIA

• 
Vaccines: Depending on your itinerary, your personal risk factors, and the length of your visit, your health care provider may offer you vaccination against hepatitis A, hepatitis B, influenza, rabies, or typhoid. Routine immunizations, such as those that prevent tetanus/diphtheria or "childhood" diseases, should be reviewed and updated as needed.


• 
Malaria:


◦ 
Risk (almost exclusively P. vivax) exists in rural lowland areas in Alajuela, Guanacaste, Heredia, and Limon provinces. There is no risk in the following tourist areas: San Jose and surrounding towns, Monteverde, Arenal volcano, Manuel Antonio National Park, San Ramon Forest Reserve, Rincon de la Vieja National Park, Braulio Carrilo National Park, Chirripo National Park, and La Amistad International Park. Cases of P. falciparum are mostly imported by migrant workers from Nicaragua.


◦ 
Take evening and nighttime insect precautions in risk areas. The medicine chloroquine protects against malaria in this area. The best drug for you depends on your itinerary and on a number of personal factors that should be discussed between you and your health care provider.


◦ 
Because no preventive measure is 100% effective, if you have traveled in an area of malaria risk, seek immediate medical attention for any fever or flu-like illness occurring within 3 months of your return home. Be sure to tell your health care provider your travel history.

OTHER HEALTH ISSUES

• 
Insect-borne diseases: Mosquitoes and flies transmit a variety of diseases in this country, including malaria, dengue fever, and leishmaniasis. Personal protective measures are extremely important since insects cannot be avoided.


• 
 Food- and water-borne diseases: Quite a few diseases, including hepatitis A and typhoid fever, are transmitted by unsanitary food handling procedures and contaminated water. Food and beverage precautions are essential in order to reduce chance of illness. Anti-diarrheal drugs may be prescribed by your provider.


• 
 Leptospirosis outbreaks have been reported in river rafters. Risk to travelers is unknown.



 TRAVEL ADVISORY
The material below has been compiled or quoted verbatim from the consular Web sites of the United States (travel.state.gov), United Kingdom (www.fco.gov.uk/travel), Canada (voyage.dfait-maeci.gc.ca), and Australia (www.dfat.gov.au/consular/advice). Standard safety precautions that apply to all international travel are not included in this advisory. Please refer to the "Safety and Security" handout for standard precautions. 

Crime 

 Petty crime is increasing throughout the country. While most crimes are non-violent, including pickpocketing and house and car break-ins, criminals, including juveniles, have shown a greater tendency in recent years to use firearms and violence. Tourists are regularly the victim of armed criminals. In recent years, several visitors have been murdered in urban, rural, and resort locations. Gang muggings can occur even in daylight on busy streets. Local law enforcement agencies have limited capabilities, especially outside of San Jose.

 Incidents of crime commonly occur in the area of the Arenal volcano in San Jose, in nearby La Fortuna, at bus stations (especially "Coca Cola" station in San Jose), at beaches, at the airport, and at national parks and other tourist attractions. Park vehicles in commercial parking lots only and ensure valuables are secure. Stay in well-frequented and protected hotels or campgrounds, travel in daylight and in groups, and avoid camping overnight on beaches.

 There have been assaults on tourist buses in recent years. Theft of bags from the overhead compartments inside buses is common and efficiently carried out.

 Foreigners have been sexually assaulted at beach resorts as well as by taxi drivers in San Jose. There have been reports that unsuspecting patrons of bars and nightclubs have been drugged and later assaulted or robbed.

 Carjackings have increased recently, and motorists have been confronted at gunpoint while stopped at traffic lights or upon arrival at their homes. Late model sport utility vehicles and high-end car models are popular with carjackers.

 Travelers to the northern border regions, particularly the San Carlos and Guanacaste areas, should be aware that foreigners have been kidnapped.

 Travelers should ensure that they purchase an adequate level of locally-valid theft insurance when renting vehicles. Beware of "good Samaritans" offering their help to change a flat tire, as they are often the cause of the situation and may take advantage. Drivers with flat tires are advised to change the tire themselves or drive to the nearest service station.

 Money exchangers on the street pass off counterfeit U.S. dollars and local currency. Credit card fraud is growing. Both theft and 'number skimming' are common.

 Travel 

 Costa Rica has one of the highest traffic accident rates in the world. Traffic laws and speed limits are often ignored; turns across one or two lanes of traffic are common, and pedestrians generally are not given the right of way. Roads are often in poor condition, and large potholes with the potential to cause significant damage to vehicles are common. Traffic signs, even on major highways, are often inadequate. All of the above, in addition to poor visibility because of heavy fog or rain, makes driving at night especially treacherous. Landslides in the wet season, which block the road between San Jose and Guapiles on the way to Limon are frequent and can cause delays.

 All types of motor vehicles are appropriate for the main highways and principal roads in the major cities. However, many roads to beaches and other rural locations are not paved, and some out-of-the-way destinations are accessible only with high clearance, rugged suspension vehicles. The Costa Rican government has made marked progress in upgrading roads to major tourist beaches and other attractions, and travelers are advised to call ahead to their hotels to ask about the current status of access roads.


• 
 Safety of Public Transportation: Fair


• 
 Urban Road Conditions/Maintenance: Fair to Poor


• 
 Rural Road Conditions/Maintenance: Fair to Poor


• 
 Availability of Roadside Assistance: Fair to Poor

 Traffic enforcement in Costa Rica is the responsibility of the Transit Police ("Transitos"), who are distinguished by a light blue uniform shirt and dark blue trousers. They use light blue cars or motorcycles equipped with blue lights. They often wave vehicles to the roadside for inspection. Drivers are commonly asked to produce a driver's license, vehicle registration and insurance information. Third-party coverage is mandatory in Costa Rica. Infractions will result in the issuance of a summons. Fines are not supposed to be collected on the spot, although reports of officers attempting to collect money are common. Persons involved in vehicular accidents are advised not to move their vehicle until instructed to do so by a Transit Officer, who will respond to the scene together with a representative of the National Insurance Company (known by its local acronym, INS). Accidents may be reported by dialing 911.

 Terms and conditions of car rentals in Costa Rica can be different from what foreigners are used to. They should carefully review contracts and, in particular, be aware of the mandatory insurance liability coverage. Many driving situations can nullify insurance. Rental vehicles are distinguishable by their license plates.

 Public bus transportation is chaotic and uncomfortable but inexpensive. Police checks of public transportation are increasing. These checks are often used to determine whether foreigners have overstayed the one- or three-month visa-exemption period.

 Visitors should be careful to use licensed taxis, which are red and have medallions painted on the side. Licensed taxis at the airport are painted orange, rather than red. All taxis should have working door handles, locks, and meters (called "marias"), and passengers should not ride in the front seat with the driver. If the taxi meter is not working, a price should be agreed upon before the trip begins.

 Since 2000, as a result of domestic air accidents in Costa Rica, a number of foreigners have died. Private air taxi services have also crashed.

 The U.S. Federal Aviation Administration has assessed this country's civil aviation authority and determined that it licenses and oversees air carriers in accordance with aviation safety standards established by the International Civil Aviation Organization.

 Other 

 Costa Rica customs authorities may enforce strict regulations concerning temporary importation into or export from Costa Rica of items such as cars, household effects, and merchandise. These regulations can be quite complicated and include the application of local tax laws. In addition, Costa Rican customs officials often require documentation that has been certified by the Costa Rican Embassy/Consulate in the country of origin. This is especially true for automobiles that are to be imported. The Government of Costa Rica has instituted strict emissions requirements for these cars and will not release them without an emissions statement from the country of origin.

 There is always the possibility in Costa Rica of earthquakes, tremors, volcanic eruptions and flooding (in the rainy season, May to November) from hurricanes or heavy rains causing landslides. Pay careful attention to all warnings issued for National Parks and specifically for the Arenal volcano area.

 Currents are swift and dangerous on both the Caribbean and Pacific coasts. Rip tides are very common. There are no lifeguards. Several drownings occur each year. Safety features on small boats are not always reliable.

 Adventure tourism is increasingly popular in Costa Rica, and many companies provide whitewater rafting, bungee jumping, jungle canopy tours, and other outdoor attractions. Visitors are urged to use caution in selecting adventure tourism companies, and are advised to avoid small, "cut-rate" companies that do not have the track record of more established outfitters. The government of Costa Rica has passed legislation to regulate and monitor the safety of adventure tourism companies; enforcement of these laws is overseen by the Ministry of Health. To be granted official operating permits, registered tourism companies must meet safety standards and have insurance coverage.

 Due to irregular enforcement of property rights, investors should exercise extreme caution before investing in real estate.

 The Costa Rican government has announced an aggressive program to discourage sexual tourism and to punish severely those who engage in sexual activity with minors. Soliciting the services of a minor for sexual purposes is illegal in Costa Rica and is punishable by imprisonment.

 Photography of children must be approved by the parent, as there is concern that such photography may result in the child being identified either for child prostitution or for snatching.

 Tourists who purchase or sell illegal drugs or use the services of prostitutes greatly increase their risk of personal harm. Several travelers have died in Costa Rica in recent years in incidents related to drug use or patronage of prostitutes.

 Drug trafficking is dealt with severely by authorities that are well trained and perceptive. The minimum sentence is 8 years imprisonment.

 Demonstrations and strikes, related to labor disputes or other local issues, occur. Demonstrations by taxi and private bus companies have resulted in roadblocks and sporadic gasoline shortages.

 The currency is the Costa Rican colon (CRC). To avoid complications, carry U.S. dollars or colones. Street money changers often pass counterfeit U.S. dollars and local currency. Credit cards are widely accepted. Credit card fraud is a growing problem. Avoid using debit cards for point of sale purchases, as a skimmed number can be used to clean out an account.

 Consular Information 

 Selected Embassies or Consulates in Costa Rica


• 
U.S. Embassy: Pavas, San Jose (Tel.: 506-220-3050/3939, extension for American Citizen Services is 2453; Web: http://sanjose.usembassy.gov)


• 
 Canadian Embassy: La Sabana Executive Business Centre, Building No. 5, 3rd Floor, P.O. Box 351-1007, San Jose (Tel.: 506-242-4400; Fax: 506-242-4410; E-mail: sjcra@dfait-maeci.gc.ca; Web: www.dfait-maeci.gc.ca/sanjose)


• 
 U.K. Embassy: Apartado 815-1007, Edifico Centro Colon (11th Floor), San Jose (Tel.: 506-258-2025; Fax: 506-233-9938; E-mail: britemb@racsa.co.cr; Web: http://www.britishembassycr.com)

 Costa Rica's Embassies or Consulates in Selected Countries


• 
In the U.S.: 2114 S Street, N.W., Washington, D.C. 20008 (Tel.: 202-234-2945/46; Fax: 202-265-4795; Web: www.costarica-embassy.org)


• 
 In Canada: 325 Dalhousie Street, Suite 407, Ottawa, ON, K1N 7G2 (Tel.: 613-562-2855; Fax: 613-562-2582; E-mail: embcrica@travel-net.com; Web: www.consulateofcostarica.org)


• 
 In the U.K.: Flat 1, 14 Lancaster Gate, London W2 3LH (Tel.: 020-7706-8844; Fax: 020-7706-8655; E-mail: costaricanembassy@btconnect.com; Web: http://costarica.embassyhomepage.com)


• 
 In Australia: Level 11, De La Sala House, 30 Clarence Street, GPO Box 2513, Sydney NSW 2000 (Tel.: 02-9261-1177, 0418-287771; Fax: 02-9261-2953)
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