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SAN	JOAQUÍN	DE	FLORES	INSTITUTE	
				
	

Course				 	 Socio-environmental	
perspectives	of	Costa	Rica				

Course	mode	 	 Theoretical-practical,	
constructivist-participative	
methodology	

Credits				 	 3				
Class	hours	 	 45				

				

Course	Description:	
				
For	 such	 a	 small	 country,	 Costa	 Rica	 accounts	 for	 about	 5%	 of	 the	 planet’s	
biodiversity.	This	biological	wealth	has	turned	the	country	into	an	attraction	for	the	
scientific	 research	 of	 ecosystems	 and	 foreign	 tourism.	 However,	 the	 socio-
environmental	reality	of	the	country	is	complex	and	cannot	be	reduced	to	the	image	
of	 a	 “green	country	where	nature	 is	sacred	and	protected”	 that	 has	been	marketed	
internationally.	 Even	 though	Costa	Rican	 society	has	 an	 important	 environmental	
awareness,	 there	 are	 also	 conflicts	 generated	 as	 a	 result	 of	 the	 tensions,	 conflicts	
and	 negotiations	 produced	 between	 different	 sectors	 in	 regard	 to	 the	 use	 and	
management	of	resources.	
	
This	course	explores	the	environmental	reality	of	Costa	Rica	from	a	comprehensive	
and	critical	perspective,	focusing	on	its	human	and	social	component.	Students	will	
be	 able	 to	 learn	 about	 and	 estimate	 the	 diverse	 socio-environmental	 conflicts	
generated	 in	 the	country	during	 the	 last	20	years,	not	 from	a	merely	 scientific	or	
biological	 point	 of	 view,	 but	 as	 part	 of	 a	 complex	 social	 dynamic	 that	 includes	
different	political	and	economic	stakeholders.	To	do	this,	the	different	core	topics	of	
the	 course	 will	 be	 covered	 as	 part	 of	 a	 national	 context	 that	 includes	 the	
environmental	 legislation	of	 the	country,	 the	national	educational	context	and	the	
general	 aspects	 of	 the	 economic	 policies	 related	 to	 the	 environmental	 conflicts.	
Likewise,	 the	 roles	 played	 by	 the	 State	 and	 civil	 society	 (social	 organizations,	
private	 sector)	 on	 the	 management	 of	 resources	 and	 creation	 of	 environmental	
public	policies	will	be	analyzed.	
				

The	environmental	situation	of	the	country	will	also	be	contextualized	as	part	of	the	
climate	crisis	that	affects	the	globe,	and	proposals	from	different	sectors	of	society	
to	face	this	crisis	and	solve	socio-environmental	conflicts	will	be	studied.	
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As	fundamental	pillars	for	the	course,	contents	will	be	studied	from	a	perspective	
that	takes	into	account	history,	gender	issues,	human	rights,	social	equity	and	
cultural	diversity.	
				

Main	Objective:										
				

Make	students	understand	the	environmental	situation	in	Costa	Rica	based	on	the	
social	conflicts	generated	by	the	use,	management	and	control	of	resources.	
							

Specific	Objectives:							

				

At	the	end	of	the	course,	students	will	be	able	to:				
				

1. Know	about	the	main	socio-environmental	issues	in	Costa	Rica.	

2. Determine	the	main	causes	for	socio-environmental	conflicts,	understood	as	
multidimensional	and	complex	phenomena	where	the	human	component	is	
fundamental	and	inscribed	in	particular	socio-political-economic	contexts.	

3. Recognize	the	existing	links	between	socio-environmental	conflicts	and	the	
political-economic	relations	that	surround	them.		

4. Know	about	the	role	of	the	State,	the	industry	and	the	ecological	social	
movement	in	the	management	(use,	control,	destruction,	protection	and	
conservation)	of	natural	resources	and	the	creation	of	environmental	public	
policies.	

5. Know	about	the	legal	and	institutional	background	where	socio-
environmental	conflicts	are	generated,	developed	and	solved.	

6. Understand	the	consequences	of	environmental	degradation	on	community	
rights.	

7. Understand	the	environmental	situation	of	Costa	Rica	as	part	of	a	global	
climate	crisis.	

8. Know	about	the	proposals	presented	in	different	sectors:	government,	
private	sector	and	social	organizations,	to	improve	the	environmental	
conditions	of	the	country	and	the	planet.	

				

	
Contents:				
				

1. Causes	for	the	main	socio-environmental	conflicts	in	Costa	Rica	today.	
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2. Links	between	socio-environmental	conflicts	and	the	political-economic	
relations	that	surround	them.	

3. Role	of	the	State,	private	sector	and	the	population	in	the	management	of	
natural	resources	and	the	definition	of	environmental	public	policies.	

4. Legal	and	institutional	background	where	socio-environmental	conflicts	are	
developed.	

5. Consequences	of	environmental	degradation	on	community	rights.	

6. Environmental	situation	of	Costa	Rica	as	part	of	a	global	climate	crisis.	

7. Proposals	presented	by	different	sectors	(government,	industry	and	social	
organizations)	to	improve	the	environmental	conditions	of	the	country	and	
the	planet.	

	

Topics,	subtopics	and	descriptors:				

				

The	 following	 table	 shows	 the	7	core	 topics	 that	allow	an	understanding	of	Costa	
Rica’s	 socio-environmental	 reality.	 These	 will	 be	 a	 guide	 for	 information	 search	
processes	throughout	the	course.		
				
Topic				 Subtopic				 Descriptors				
Agua				 -	Water	governance	

-	Water	culture				
-	Resource	protection	

Human	right,	access,	uses,	
distribution,	overexploitation,	
contamination,	destruction	of	basin	
recharge	areas	

Urban	
environment	

-			Strategic	land	use	
planning			
-			Integral	and	
sustainable	urban	
mobility	
-	Waste	management	

Integrated	cities,	transportation	
and	bikeways,	public	space	
appropriation,	integral	cities,	
housing	projects,	sonic	and	air	
pollution,	green	spaces,	urban	
planning,	waste	management,	solid	
waste	pollution,	animal	cruelty	
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Agrobiodiversity				 -	Food	sovereignty				
-	Access	to	land	and	its	
agricultural	use				
-	Territorial	agro-
biodiversity				
-	Solidary	markets	and	
economy	

Food	products,	seeds,	GM	foods,			
monoculture	(pineapple,	banana,	
etc.),	land	ownership	and	
agricultural	policy,	food	
sovereignty	,	organic	agriculture,	
cooperative	consumption	

Marine-coastal	
Ecosystems	

-	Sustainable	access	and	
use	of	marine	coastal	
resources				
-	Coastal	marine	
resources	protection	
-	Coastal	communities	

The	ocean,	fishing	resources,	
marine	ecosystems,	endangered	
species	(shark	finning),	shoreline	
concessions	

Energy				 -	Generation				
-	Uses	(consumption)				

Energy	model	(contingency	law),		
hydroelectric	projects,	geothermal	
projects,	wind	power,	biofuels,	oil,	
incinerators	

	 	 Alternative	energies	(solar	energy,	
biomass,	etc.)				

Biodiversity				 -	Protected	areas				
-	Forests			
-	Wild	life	

Land-use	change,	forest	
destruction,	parks	and	reserves	
administration,	fragile	ecosystems	
(wetlands,	Golfo	Dulce,	Caño	
Negro),		REDD,	payment	for	
environmental	services,	C-
neutrality	

Extraction	
industries	and	
megaprojects	

-	Mining	
-	Touristic	megaprojects	
vs.	ecotourism	
-	Housing	megaprojects	
-	Public	works	

Crucitas	mining	project,	illegal	
mining	at	Corcovado,	airports,	APM	
terminals,	expansion	of	Route	32,	
Cariari	wetland	road	
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Methodology				

The	 course	 follows	 a	 participative	 methodology	 with	 significant	 learning.	 This	
means	 the	 classroom	 becomes	 a	 space	 to	 promote	 a	 collective	 construction	 of	
knowledge	and	the	practical	and	useful	application	of	such	knowledge.	To	do	this,	
the	following	processes	will	be	developed:	

1. Reading	articles	and	texts	related	to	the	contents	of	the	course.		
2. Analysis	and	collective	discussion	of	reading	contents	through	class	

participation,	group	activities	and	conversations	with	subject	experts.	
3. Individual	integration	of	these	contents	through	essays	and	individual	work.	

	
Even	though	this	is	an	in-class	course,	students	will	be	able	to	reinforce	and	give	
proportion	to	the	knowledge	developed	throughout	the	course	at	an	experiential	
level,	both	living	with	their	Costa	Rican	families	as	during	field	trips.		

Participation:				

Class	participation	is	a	fundamental	component	of	the	course.	Therefore,	comments,	
doubts	and	opinions	must	be	shared	with	the	rest	of	the	class,	after	requesting	
permission	to	speak.	We	recommend	active	participation	and	permanent	
preparation	for	each	class.	Mutual	respect	is	fundamental.	Just	as	we	expect	others	
to	listen,	we	need	to	pay	attention	to	our	classmates	and	professor.	

Attendance	and	punctuality:				

Since	this	is	a	participative	class,	attendance	is	mandatory.	Any	student	who	
accumulates	three	unjustified	absences	will	fail	the	course.	Evidence	will	be	
requested	in	case	of	health	related	issues	or	special	situations.	

Other	guidelines:				

The	use	of	electronic	devices	will	be	limited	to	the	course	objectives,	cell	phones	
should	be	kept	in	silent	mode	and	students	must	refrain	from	checking	email	
messages	or	social	media	during	the	class.	

Plagiarism	at	any	of	the	course	assignments	will	be	inadmissible,	and	if	detected	the	

student	will	receive	a	zero	grade	and	the	corresponding	administrative	measure.	

Activities:				

The	following	activities	will	be	used	to	cover	the	contents	of	the	course:	



	 				 6	

1. Debates:	during	 eight	 classes	distributed	along	 the	 semester,	 two	 students	will	
have	 to	 debate	 in	 front	 of	 the	 class	 about	 a	 subject	 previously	 assigned	 by	 the	
professor	and	related	 to	 the	reading	assigned	 for	 that	week.	Each	of	 the	students	
will	 assume	 an	 opposing	 point	 of	 view	 and	must	 defend	 it	 rhetorically	 “until	 the	
end”,	regardless	of	whether	or	not	the	student	agrees	with	that	position,	since	the	
idea	is	to	contrast	points	of	view.	The	objective	is	to	analyze,	discuss,	validate	and	
examine	 the	 standpoint	 of	 different	 socio-political	 stakeholders	 about	 socio-
environmental	 issues.	After	both	students	present	their	arguments,	the	rest	of	the	
students	 (also	 responsible	 for	 reading	 the	 assigned	 material)	 will	 provide	 their	
points	of	view	and	explain	why	they	agree	with	one	of	the	two	positions,	both,	or	
none.	Conclusions	will	be	drawn	collectively.	

2. Reading	 comprehensions:	 students	 will	 read	 the	 material	 during	 their	 out	 of	
class	 time.	 Four	 individual	 reading	 comprehensions	 (quizzes)	 will	 be	 applied	
during	the	course.	These	will	be	open	book	quizzes	and	will	not	be	 limited	to	ask	
students	 what	 the	 reading	 was	 about,	 but	 to	 apply	 the	 knowledge	 accumulated	
during	classes.	

3. Case	 studies:	 theoretical	 resources	provided	by	 the	 readings	will	 be	 applied	 in	
class	 through	 3	 case	 studies.	 For	 each	 study,	 the	 class	 will	 be	 divided	 in	 3	 or	 4	
groups.	Each	group	will	previously	select	and	bring	to	class	a	piece	of	news,	article,	
advertorial	or	editorial	(printed,	 from	the	radio,	audiovisual	or	 from	the	 internet)	
that	 talks	 about	 Costa	 Rican	 environment,	 nature	 or	 natural	 resources.	 In	 class,	
each	group	will	analyze	the	material	and	apply	the	concepts,	rationale	and	analysis	
categories	studied	in	class.	After	the	analysis	is	completed,	each	group	will	present	
its	results	to	the	rest	of	the	class.		

Three	case	studies	will	be	completed	during	the	course.	

4. Conversations	with	special	guests:	a	total	of	four	specialists	in	one	of	the	course	
contents	will	be	invited	to	class	in	different	occasions.	Students	will	be	previously	
divided	 in	 four	 groups,	 each	 one	 in	 charge	 of	 preparing	 and	 developing	 the	
conversation	with	one	of	the	special	guests.	The	group	will	research	the	subject,	the	
life	 of	 the	 special	 guest,	 his/her	 publications,	 field	 of	 knowledge,	 work,	 etc.,	 and	
prepare	an	 interview	based	on	this	 information.	 In	class,	 the	group	will	 interview	
the	guest	in	order	to	guide	the	conversation	and	the	expert	on	the	subjects	related	
to	the	course.	

The	interview	guide	must	be	typed	and	presented	to	the	professor.	

5. Essays:	based	on	one	of	the	core	topics	of	the	course	(water,	urban	environment,	
food	 sovereignty,	 marine-coastal	 ecosystems,	 energy,	 biodiversity),	 students	 will	
develop	 a	 question	 and	 create	 a	 critical	 and	 informed	 reflection	 that	 applies	 the	
theory	studied	so	far.	This	means	the	student	must	present	his/her	own	arguments	
from	 an	 inquisitive	 and	 deliberative	 posture.	 This	 essay	 is	 expected	 to	 have	 an	
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appropriate	subject	selection,	critical	and	informed	thinking,	theoretical	integration	
and	conclusions.	

All	essays	must	be	typed.	A	total	of	two	essays	will	be	presented	during	the	course.	

	
Evaluation							
Activity			 Type	of	activity	 Quantity				 Unit	value				 Percentage	

Reading	
presentations	

In	pairs,	in	class	
(prepared	out	of	
class)	

Will	depend	
on	the	

number	of	
students	

Will	depend	
on	the	

number	of	
presentations	

10%				

Reading	
comprehensions							

Individually,	in	
class	

4				 5%				 20%				

Case	studies										 Group	activity,	in	
class	

3				 10%				 30%				

Conversations	with	
guests	

Group	activity,		
in	class	
(prepared	out	of	
class)	

1							 20%				 20%				

Essays				 Individually,	out	
of	class	

2				 10%				 20%				

TOTAL				 				 				 				 100%				
				

Chronogram:				
Week				 Contents			 Readings				 Activities/assignments	

1				 Socio-
environmental	
perspectives	of	
Costa	Rica:	an	
introduction	

---	 Introductions.				
Course	program	discussion,	
review	and	approval.	
Introduction	to	the	course.			
Work	teams	formation.	
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2				 Main	socio-
environmental	
conflicts	in	Costa	
Rica	today:	causes				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				

1. Estado	de	la	Nación				
(2014).	Veinte	años	de				
Creciente	conflictividad	
ambiental:	un	breve	perfil.		
	
Vigésimo	Informe	Estado	de	
la	Nación.	Capítulo	4:				
Armonía	con	la	Naturaleza.				
Pp.	207-214.				
				
2. Paniagua,	F.	(2006)				
Conflictos	socio-
ambientales	en	Costa	Rica:	
situación	actual	y	
perspectivas.		
Duodécimo	Informe	sobre	
el	Estado	de	la	Nación	en	
desarrollo	humano	
sostenible.	Pp.	1-10.		

Debate	#1	(readings	1	&	2)				
				
Group	discussion	and	
analysis	guided	by	the	
professor.	

3				 Main	socio-
environmental	
conflicts	in	Costa	
Rica	today:	causes				
				

3.	Arias	R.	y	Coronado	J.	
(2010)		Conflictividad	
socio-ambiental	en	la		
Península	de	Osa.	El	caso	de	
las	Marinas	Turísticas	en	el	
Golfo	Dulce,	Costa	Rica.	Pp.		
158-177.		
		
4.	Morera,	C.	y	Sandoval,	F.	
(2010)	El	modelo	turístico	
de	Guanacaste,	Costa	Rica:	
convivencia	y	conflicto.	Pp.		
145-157.		
		

Quiz	#1	(readings	1-4)				
				
Case	study	#	1	

4				 Existing	links	
between	socio-
environmental	
conflicts	and	the	
political-economic	
relations	that	
surround	them	

5.	Martínez,	J.	(2011)	El	
ecologismo	de	los	pobres.	
Conflictos	ambientales	y	
lenguajes	de	valoración.			
Apartado:	Ecología	política:	
el	estudio	de	los	conflictos	
ecológicos.	pp.	88-113	

Debate	#2	(reading	5)				
				
Group	discussion	and	
analysis	guided	by	the	
professor.	

5				 Existing	links	
between	socio-
environmental	
conflicts	and	the	
political-economic	
relations	that	
surround	them	

				 Conversation	#1:	Osvaldo	
Durán.				
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6				 Existing	links	
between	socio-
environmental	
conflicts	and	the	
political-economic	
relations	that	
surround	them	

6.	Martínez,	J.	(2011)	El	
ecologismo	de	los	pobres.	
Conflictos	ambientales	y		
Lenguajes	de	valoración.			
Apartado:	Las	relaciones	
entre	la	ecología	política	y	
la	economía	ecológica.	pp.		
314-338.	
				

Debate	#3	(reading	6)				
				
Group	discussion	and	
analysis	guided	by	the	
professor.	

7				 Role	of	the	State,	
private	sector	and	
population	in	the	
management	of	
natural	resources	
and	definition	of	
environmental	
public	policies	

				 Quiz	#2	(readings	5	&	6)				
				
Case	study	#2				

8				 Role	of	the	State,	
private	sector	and	
population	in	the	
management	of	
natural	resources	
and	definition	of	
environmental	
public	policies		
				

7.	FECON.	(2015).	No	a	la	
criminalización	de	la	
protesta	socio	ambiental.		
		
8.	Chinchilla,	L.	(2015).		
Docu-reportaje:			
Criminalización	del	
movimiento	ecologista	
costarricense.	Programa		
Era	Verde,	Canal	UCR.		

Debate	#4	(readings	7	&	8)				
				
Essay	#1		
				
Group	discussion	and	
analysis	guided	by	the	
professor.	

9				 Legal	and	
institutional	
background	for	
socio-
environmental	
conflicts	
	

				 Conversation	session	#2:				
Mauricio			Alvarez			&			Jose				
Maria	Villalta.				

10				 Legal	and	
institutional	
background	for	
socio-
environmental	
conflicts	
				

9.	Peña,	M.	(2013).			
Diagnóstico	sobre				
legislación	ambiental	en				
Costa			Rica.			
				
10.	Álvarez,	M.	(2013)	El			
2013:	entre	conflictos	y			
movilización	ambiental.		

Debate	#	5	(readings	9	&	
10)				
				
Group	discussion	and	
analysis	guided	by	the	
professor.	

11				 Consequences	of	
environmental	
degradation	in	
community	rights	

				 Quiz	#	3	(readings	7	-	10)				
				
Case	study	#	3				
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12				 Consequences	of	
environmental	
degradation	in	
community	rights	

11.	Llaguno,	J.J.,	et	al.			
(2014).	Políticas	y	
conflictos	socio	
ambientales:	el	caso	de	la	
tenencia	de	la	tierra	y	los			
monocultivos	en	el	Caribe			
de	Costa	Rica	(2006-2012).			
Pp.	81-98.				

Debate	#	6	(reading	11)				
				
Group	discussion	and	
analysis	guided	by	the	
professor.	

13				 Environmental	
situation	of	Costa	
Rica	as	part	of	a	
global	climate	
crisis				

				 Conversation	session	#	3:	
Gabriel	Rivas.	

14				 Environmental	
situation	of	Costa	
Rica	as	part	of	a	
global	climate	
crisis	

12.	Castells,	M.	(2009).				
Comunicación	y	poder.	Cap.	
5:	Reprogramando	las			
redes	de	comunicación:			
movimientos	sociales,			
política	insurgente	y	el			
nuevo	espacio	público.		
pp.	397-420.				
				

Debate	#	7	(reading	12)				
				
Group	discussion	and	
analysis	guided	by	the	
professor.	

15				 Proposals	from	
the	government,	
industry	and	
social	
organizations	to	
improve	the	
environmental	
conditions	of	the	
country	and	the	
planet			

13.	Castells,	M.	(2009).				
Comunicación	y	poder.	Cap.	
5:	Reprogramando	las			
redes	de	comunicación:			
movimientos	sociales,			
política	insurgente	y	el			
nuevo	espacio	público.		
pp.	421-443.				
				

Quiz	#	4	(readings	11-13)				
				
Conversation	session	#	4:	
Grettel	Montero.	

16				 Proposals	from	
the	government,	
industry	and	
social	
organizations	to	
improve	the	
environmental	
conditions	of	the	
country	and	the	
planet	

14.	Toledo,	V.	(s.f.)	La			
sustentabilidad	es	poder			
social:	una	reflexión	
ecopolítica.		
				
15.	Montero,	G.	(2014).				
Docu-reportaje:	Ríos	para			
la	vida.	Programa	Era				
Verde,	Canal	UCR.			

Debate	#	8	(readings	14	&	
15)				
				
Essay	#	2	
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Guests	for	Conversation	Sessions:	

Osvaldo	Durán.	Sociologist	specialized	in	community	organization	based	on	the	
subject	of	energy.	Member	of	the	Alliance	of	Environmental	Networks	(ARA).	
Conversation	session:	Existing	links	between	socio-environmental	conflicts	and	the	
political-economic	relations	that	surround	them.	
				
Mauricio	Alvarez.	Geographer,	President	of	the	Costa	Rican	Environmental	
Conservation	Federation	(FECON)	and	Jose	Maria	Villalta,	lawyer	specialized	in	
environmental	legislation.	Conversation	session:	Legal	and	institutional	background	
for	socio-environmental	conflicts:	the	Crucitas	case.				
				
Grettel	 Montero.	 Communicator	 specialized	 in	 social	 research	 applied	 to	 the	
environment.	 Producer	 of	 the	 Era	 Verde	 television	 show	 at	 Canal	 UCR.	
Conversation	 session:	 Impact	 of	 social	 movements	 and	 valuation	 language:	 the	
campaign	against	genetically	modified	corn	in	Costa	Rica.	
	
Gabriel	 Rivas.	 Biologist	 specialized	 in	 Social	 Ecology.	 Member	 of	 the	 Coecoceiba	
organization	 (Friends	 of	 the	 Earth	 International).	 Conversation	 session:	
environmental	situation	of	Costa	Rica	as	part	of	a	global	climate	crisis.	
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