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Costa Rica Real Estate: How to Buy a Piece of Paradise

How much would you be willing to pay for a tranquil oasis of sunny skies, beautiful beaches and clear blue water? You may be able to buy your own piece of paradise for less than you think.

Beach properties in the United States are financially out of reach for all but the extremely wealthy. Many Americans have considered less expensive tropical property in Latin America – but they usually hesitate due to lack of knowledge. People often fear making costly mistakes due to a lack of education about foreign purchase processes, ownership rights, living conditions and political stability.

Many of our clients are proactively buying property in Costa Rica. Although real estate costs are rising as foreigners increasingly discover this tropical paradise, there are still excellent real estate opportunities in Latin America’s most beautiful – and politically stable – country. 

Why choose Costa Rica over other Latin American countries? First, it is peaceful and politically stable. Second, it is not yet as popular with foreigners as Mexico and other countries, so there are still excellent real estate opportunities available. Third, it is abundant with natural beauty and untapped natural resources.

One side benefit is that real estate taxes are low. Taxes on a $250,000.00 home are typically around $625/year, or one quarter of one percent, and this includes some fees for municipal services. 
Buying property in Costa Rica is more than just a real estate investment – it’s an emotional investment in a tropical sanctuary that can be cherished as your family’s serene retreat from an increasingly hectic world. 

Since 9/11, America and other countries have become accustomed to living with an undercurrent of fear and insecurity about our safety and way of life. Costa Rica property can serve as your refuge in an uncertain world – mentally, if not literally. If you ever want, or need, to leave the U.S., Costa Rica is easily accessible via air travel, and if necessary, by ground.

This type of investment can also become an invaluable asset that you can pass on to future generations as part of your family’s legacy. 

Understanding Property Ownership in Costa Rica

Understanding Concessions in the Maritime Zone

Concession property in Costa Rica is essentially all of the beachfront property. It is owned by the government and is governed by the Maritime Zone Law and other regulations imposed by municipalities and the Costa Rican Institute of Tourism. A concession is defined as the right to use a property located on the maritime zone for a pre-determined period of time. The first 200 meters measured horizontally from the high tide line defines the boundary of the maritime zone.  

The first 50 meters from the high tide line is considered public area and is not available for any type of ownership. Because this area is public, all people have the right to use it. Basically, there are no privately owned beaches in Costa Rica.

The next 150 meters is available for concessions to be granted. A concession is essentially a lease on the property, and 20 years is the typical concession period. The concession owner may build on the concession, subdivide it and perform other acts to the property if he/she obtains proper permits from the local municipality. There are established zoning plans for Maritime Zone land, and owners must abide by the zoning plan for their property.

Unlike fee simple property, foreigners cannot be majority owners of a concession property. However, a foreigner can establish a partnership with a Costa Rican citizen and divide the ownership 49% / 51% between the foreigner and Costa Rican respectively. Foreigners and Costa Ricans are both required to purchase Maritime Zone property through concession.

Understanding Fee Simple Ownership

Purchasing ‘non-concession’ property in Costa Rica is basically the same as buying property in the U.S., i.e., it is considered fee simple ownership. Fee simple ownership conveys the absolute right to materially own the property, sell it, lease it, improve it, etc. Fee simple also means that if the owner is obstructed from his or her rights to the property, he or she has the right to be made whole, meaning to have the property restored in its original condition. Fee simple title owners enjoy the most rights under to law to use the property at their discretion.

Understanding Properties in Condominium

In the U.S., condominiums refer to residences in multi-tenant buildings. In Costa Rica, Condominum Law benefits developers responsible for building many types of properties, including single-family homes, finished lot projects and condos. These laws allow developers to regulate the development with by-laws that outline the restrictions and benefits placed on individuals who purchase these properties. This is still fee simple ownership, but properties ‘in condominium’ come with additional restrictions that are generally intended to protect the integrity of the development’s physical ambiance. Read the by-laws before you buy, but be aware that since by-laws are ‘in condominum’, they are not registered against the property, and are therefore not truly enforceable.

Steps to Purchasing Property in Costa Rica

Title Search in Folio Real

Most Costa Rica properties are registered in Folio Real, a centralized database at the offices of the Public Registry in San José. Folio Real assigns a unique number to each property for identification. A title search in Folio Real should be performed for any property under consideration. A search will show you the property area, ownership, boundaries, location, mortgages and liens. Some properties are not listed in the Folio Real system yet. They may also be title searched in the Public Registry, but proving ownership will be more difficult, so it is best to avoid these properties if possible.

Escritura de Traspaso (Transfer of Deed)

The Escritura de Traspaso contains all important information regarding the real estate transfer, including information about the buyer and seller, the property and any terms of sale, including contingencies, easements or financing. A Public Notary (attorney) prepares this document and records it at the Public Registry of Property and in his/her Notary Book. After the deed is signed at the closing, the attorney immediately records the deed at the Public Registry for annotation, which protects the property against any third parties. Secondly, the property is recorded under the name of the new owner.

Catastro Map (Survey Plan) for the Cadastral Office

The Cadastral Office holds all Costa Rica property surveys, and it operates separately from the Public Registry. Every property must show a survey recorded at the Public Registry for successful ownership transfer. Because the Cadastral Office often has outdated surveys on file, we recommend obtaining a new independent survey plan and registering it with the Cadastral Office before purchasing the property to eliminate potential disputes about property boundary lines at closing time.

Purchasing Options in Costa Rica

Property purchase through direct transfer: This process occurs when and individual or group of people acquire a property in their personal name(s).

Property purchase through corporations: It’s common practice to purchase property in Costa Rica through a newly formed corporation. Establishing a corporation in Costa Rica is not complicated, but does require the advice of a financial advisor and attorney who are knowledgeable about Costa Rica incorporation protocols. The advantage of buying property through a corporation is that it protects the buyer’s identity so that the real estate asset is anonymous. A financial advisor can help individuals weigh the benefits of incorporation as well as the additional obligations, including annual tax declarations and other corporate responsibilities.

Costa Rica Residency

If a family plans to live in Costa Rica, or spend lots of time there, they will need to establish legal residency. Most financially successful Americans will seek residency as a rentista (a foreigner who has a guaranteed income) or as an investor. Rentista status has three requirements: 

· The individual must have outside investments that guarantee $1,000 income per month for five years

· The individual must change at least $1,000 a month into colones

· The individual must live in Costa Rica for at least six months out of the year

Seek an Expert Financial Advisor for a Successful Transaction

Financing property in Costa Rica can be tricky, but successful financial solutions are possible with the help of an experienced financial advisor who is familiar with Cost Rica real estate transactions.

United States banks will not carry a mortgage on a property outside of the States. In Costa Rica, banks may offer limited financing, but those that do will only finance a portion of the appraised value of the property. Additionally, without knowledgeable financial guidance, buyers may get stuck with extremely high interest rates on real estate loans in Costa Rica. 

The best way to purchase Costa Rica property is to seek an experienced Certified Financial Planner who is not only an expert on Costa Rica, but is also qualified to evaluate a client’s entire financial picture as an integrated whole. An excellent financial advisor will assess the client’s life goals, retirement plans, assets, investments and estate plan to leverage existing finances in a way that will benefit the real estate transaction. You’ll also need to find a real estate professional experienced in the Costa Rica market.

The best financial advisors will be able to assist clients with creative financing and tax strategies designed to retain maximum value in the real estate transaction. The ultimate goal is to purchase a property using innovative financial strategies that support, instead of burden, the client’s life goals.

Call 303.355.0556 or email abw@woodwardwealth.com if you’d like more detailed information on financial strategies for successfully purchasing Costa Rica real estate.
Author: Albert B. Woodward, Chairman, Woodward Wealth Management Woodward, a Certified Financial Planner(, founded Woodward Wealth Management, one of the nation’s oldest and most respected wealth management firms. He’s a recognized speaker, nationally syndicated columnist and the author of What to Do with Serious Money – A Wealth Management Guide for the 1990s. He is also in Who’s Who in Finance and Industry and Who’s Who in Colorado. 
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