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Some people think that the best way to solve issues is through the use of force and violence; others believe that it is best to try to solve their problems discussing them and trying to reach an agreement that will acceptable for both ends; others are greedy and very often justify the use of force by some ridiculous reason in order to gain more political and financial power; but the biggest issue is created when these men control the fate of others. Some of these men are leading entire nations and for the most part, control the course that its citizen’s lives will undergo for the next years, and therefore should be very wise and careful when the whole country is involved in his decisions. In the history of Costa Rica there have been many important decisions that have marked the history of this country forever. Some of these choices were to eliminate the capital punishment, to defend the suffrage of the nation when it was threatened and to allow its citizens to enjoy of the same liberties as any other man. But probably the decision that impacted most the life of the Costa Rican people was made in 1948 when the respective authorities abolished the army and decided to invest their money differently (Matrisciano).

Why was this choice such an important decision for the country and what are the consequences that we are seen today in this nation? Is having an army necessary for a country’s survival? What would be so different in the small country of Costa Rica if it had never abolished its army? The main purpose of this paper is to analyze this resolution and to provide a picture of what the country would be like in the present in order to determine how wise the abolishment of the army in this nation was. I will also provide a brief description of the country to familiarize the reader with its situation. A secondary objective is to demonstrate that contrary to what some people might say, the army in Costa Rica was in fact very much abolished and does not exist presently. As a Costa Rican citizen, I find it very important that the world does not acquire an erroneous perspective of what this country really is: a small peaceful nation in Central America that wasn’t afraid to make radical important decisions that would uniquely characterize it from the rest of the world. I also plan to show that having an army and going to war is not always the best way to solve a problem, and that there are alternative options other than the use of violence.

This paper is divided into several sections. In order to familiarize the reader with the situation of Costa Rica I think it is important to provide a historical background of the country and the region of Central America. After this I will write a little about the actual abolishment of the army and a brief description of the process undertaken by the government to accomplish this. Following this I will include an overlook of the present situation in Costa Rica, dividing this section into educational, health and economical status of the country. I will end this paper with the conclusions I have drawn from my research.

Historical Background

The whole Central American area, like most of America, was formerly part of the great Spanish kingdom that led by Christopher Columbus and his crew in 1492 discovered this land and immediately began its conquest. Honduras, Guatemala, Nicaragua, El Salvador and Costa Rica constituted one of Spain’s provinces, the Capitania General de Guatemala where Guatemala City was the capital; the other countries formed the different states in this province. After many bloody wars between the region’s native Indians and the Spanish armies, and over 300 years of unfair treatment from the Spanish crown, the whole province became independent simultaneously on September 15th, 1821. Because of the poor communication between the states in those times, Costa Rica only knew of its independence over a month later after the were free. The whole region was very similar to each other when referred to natural resources and its potential to grow as a consolidated nation. The biggest difference I could find was that because of the geographical position of Costa Rica, its Indian population was a lot smaller than the one in the other countries, and by 1821 the population was primarily composed of Spanish that came to the country and its descendents. I believe this constituted a big difference because the education of the Spanish was obviously way better than that of the Indians.

As time went by, each country started to create an image of their own and the things that used to bring them together had changed, providing each region with a unique character but a very similar one as well. Every country had its own army and used it whenever needed, however it was not as needed in Costa Rica as in other nations. Costa Rica had to defend itself from invasions more than once and fortunately always succeeded to protect its territory in a quick fashion. Some of the other countries weren’t that lucky and had to undergo violent and bloody wars with its neighbors. The need of having an army was very important and other aspects like education and health were disregarded at the time because the primary objective was to not lose its well-earned independence. This of course paralyzed the growth of the nations and didn’t allow the region to keep up with the rest of the world. Civil wars also played an important role in paralyzing the nation’s development. This situation was also similar in Costa Rica, until a group of brave people decided to overthrow the current government that had gained its position in the government through dishonest elections and corruption. Mysteriously during that time the building that held the election votes was accidentally caught on fire and there as no way of determining who the real winner was. This was one of the events that triggered this group of people to take action against the corrupt national leaders that were selfishly controlling the fate of an entire nation; and so the longest Civil War in Costa Rica began, lasting only a few months, but changing the history of this nation forever (The Abolition of the army, The Economy, Democracy, n.d.).

Abolishment of the Costa Rican Army

This group of rebels led by the young intellectual, Jose Figueres Ferrer, later created a new Carta Magna that abolished the army in this nation. They decided that the money that was formerly used to invest in the army should be used to help other sectors like education and health to develop. They believed that education was the where the strength of any nation came and that the only way to succeed in this world was with well educated citizens. This new political constitution also allowed women to vote and to take more active roles in the government and gave the entire population a great deal of liberties and rights, consolidating a very strong democratic nation. After this Figueres Ferrer went on to serve two more periods as President of Costa Rica, becoming one of the most important political figures this country has ever seen. From this moment on, the history of Costa Rica would change forever. Education and health were the sectors that took the most advantage of this new constitution and began a steady growth that would later on put Costa Rica head to head with many industrialized nations. I decided to compare some statistics between Costa Rica and other Central American countries in the last years. If Costa Rica and Central America share the same past up until recent decades you could assume that this might be due because of the fact of Costa Rica’s decision to eliminate its army and to strive for a higher education and health for its citizens. I plan to show that this is correct by presenting some information I have found that differences Costa Rica from its neighboring countries.

Costa Rica: present situation

However there are still some who think that the army in Costa Rica still exists, opposite to how the country advertises itself to the world.

An article by W.E. Gutman written for Honduras This Week and titled “Costa Rica has no army but..”, introduced this new concept I hadn’t been aware of until then. According to Gutman (2003) he found evidence contained in a document by the Freedom of Information Act that lists nearly 2,500 Costa Rican soldiers and officers who have attended a special military school and have undergone special elite training. The government completely rejects this position stating that these men are trained only to conform police forces that perform civil and rural guard duties and also go on drug interdiction missions. Responding to this Gutman states that “[the government’s justifications] are clever euphemisms crafted for public consumption…; such intensive training looks more like a state of continuous mobilization and combat readiness...” This article made me analyze what possibilities there are of true army been constituted in Costa Rica and I decided to do a little more research in order to determine if this could be true or not.

One of the sources for this research was a personal interview with Mr. Cristián Roberts, a current management student at Purdue University that also has a law degree in Costa Rica. Politics and laws are much related areas and in order to understand one you need to be knowledgeable of the other, so definitely Mr. Roberts’s insights would provide a reliable point of view. Mr. Roberts has also worked for a large investment bank in the Central American area and therefore has plenty of acquired knowledge of these countries, which would allow me to make further comparisons between Costa Rica and Central America. According to him, this group of soldiers is basically a very well trained police force that was funded by the Costa Rican government in an effort to counterattack some major social issues like drug smuggling. He also gave a very logical explanation stating that “even if this group of people were soldiers and not policemen, an army of 2,500 without any other military resource like planes, weapons, bombs, etc could not constitute a nation’s army” (C. Roberts, personal communication, November 12, 2003). I agree with him on that because when you see other countries’ armies you can conclude that this army would be insignificant and unable to defend a whole nation during a war. In a more specific context, a country like Costa Rica, internationally known for been a peaceful and quiet democracy and also protected by various international organizations like the United Nations, is very unlikely to find itself under any kind of attack in which an army would be needed and the risk of war breaking out in Costa Rica is remote (History of the Country and the Risk of Armed Conflict, n.d.).

In order to prove that this information is wrong and that there is no army in Costa Rica I made a study based primarily on the expenses that the country would have undergone in order to support an army and would have not been able to use to improve education and health. As I previously stated, the budget segment that was assigned to maintain the Costa Rican army in the 1940’s was reassigned to improve education and on a secondary level, health. Consequently to this action, Costa Rica now exceeds the level and quality of both sectors expected from a Central American or even a Latin American country. 

Education

When compared to the rest of Central America which shares the same historical background, the country has achieved greater things, especially in the area of education. The literacy rate is a rocket high 95.5% one of the highest in Latin America. Contrary to this, the Central American country with the highest literacy rate after Costa Rica is El Salvador with 71.5% of its population, and the country with the lowest rate being Guatemala with 63.3% (United Nations, 2003).This could very well be due because Costa Rica has the highest school enrollment percentage in the region, and of course, this wouldn’t have been possible without the appropriate funding. The same statistical information showed that Costa Rica had the highest percentage of its yearly budget assigned to the education of its citizens, having free education from kindergarten through college for every citizen. When a country has a strong education, it is logical to expect a greater development in the rest of its areas. As an example of this, I researched the financial situation of the region and found that the results were better in Costa Rica. This was already expected from me, but the fact that not only has Costa Rica achieved greater development than the Central American region, but has also managed to overcome many Latin American countries makes me think that the rest of the Central American region could have also achieved this if it weren’t for its wars and destruction that they suffered.

Economy

The economical factor should not be ignored because generally speaking, a country’s education has a strong impact on its economy. I decided to investigate how the Central American region was positioned, financially speaking; so I did some research and found very revealing information.

The unemployment rate in Costa Rica is comparable to that in the United States, where I found that approximately 5% of the population is unemployed. The percentage of unemployment in Costa Rica is only of 5.2% which is very low compared to Central American nations. These nations present 28%, 23%, 10% and 7.5% in Honduras, Nicaragua, El Salvador and Guatemala respectively (United Nations, 2003). This is the main reason why there is a strong migration of Nicaraguans into Costa Rica.

Another clear example is the poverty that the region suffers, mostly due because of the ravishing effects of war that have scarred each country’s economy. The population below poverty line was greater that what I expected. Guatemala showed that 6 of every 10 citizens live below poverty conditions. Following that I found Honduras, Nicaragua and El Salvador, with 53%, 50% and 48% of population below poverty respectively (United Nations, 2003). Costa Rica managed to lower this figure to a little over 20%, which is still very high but not as high for a developing nation. The strongest economy in the world, the United States of America, presents 13% of its population living in poor conditions (United Nations, 2003).

The GDP (per capita) showed a great difference in the region, where Costa Rica has a GDP of $8,318.27 per person (Disarmed democracy: prefaced to the New Key to Costa Rica, n.d.), and the rest of the countries have a GDP between $4,469 and $2,448 per person.

A report by Larry Press from California State University for the Central Intelligence Agency (C.I.A.) also exposes interesting facts about the economical infrastructure of Latin America in general and how Costa Rica is a special case to this region. In this article, Mr. Press used statistical information like the percentage of internet users in each country, internet hosts, telephone main lines, cellular subscribers, and other resources in order to determine the structure of Latin America as a region. His conclusion however, was that there is no “Latin America” because of the vast differences that are found between the region. He divided the region in the following manner: first, “the leaders: Mexico, Brazil, Argentina, Chile and Uruguay”; then the “interesting, successful outliers, like Costa Rica”; and then the rest of the countries.

Once again we find that the Central American region is a undeveloped region and that Costa Rica is just an exception of this.

Health

Another important sector that has been greatly developed since 1948 is the health area. Since the beginning of the 1940’s, the government strived to expand the health coverage throughout the country, even in the most remote areas. A strong breakthrough began with the creation of the Costa Rican Social Security Institute, which covered the medical expenses of every worker in the country. After the Civil War of 1948 this sector was boosted and several development strategies took place in the following decades until the actual health standards were reached.

Some of the most important health issues in Costa Rica are the high percentages of drug access, reaching more than 95% of the population; the low HIV infection, with 0.54% of the population; the high life expectancy of 76 years; and the extended coverage of important vaccines such as the one for measles. The infant mortality rate was lowered to 10 deaths / 1,000 live births and the maternal mortality to 29 deaths per 100,000 cases. Costa Rica is world ranked as the 33rd country with most drinking water availability (United Nations, 2003) which has played an important factor because contaminated water is the main reason for many diseases to spread in developing countries. All this information clearly demonstrates that in fact Costa Rica is leading the Central American region in terms of health.

Conclusions


So why is it that this small Central American nation has somehow managed to achieve a faster development than its neighboring countries? How is it possible for a country to step ahead in such a relatively short amount of time from other countries that share its history and were very similar to Costa Rica? After all the research I have done I have determined that the only answer to this is: because of the level of education that its citizens have been able to achieve in the last decades. And this would have never been possible if the government hadn’t reassigned the funds used to support the army into this sector, and therefore it can be considered as a direct consequence of the abolishment of the country’s military: the main thing that differentiates Costa Rica from the Central American isthmus.

All facts considered, many things would most likely be very different to how we know them today. Costa Rica would have probably followed a similar course to that of its neighbor countries and the panorama presented today would most likely be that of a poor nation, stricken by the terrible consequences of war, and not having the ability to develop in the way that it has so far. By investing in education and health in the way that the Costa Rican government did back in 1948, it is almost impossible to recount the positive effects that this had in the country. A believe that a country without the appropriate education can not survive because it wouldn’t have the means to accomplish anything. 

The Central American nations have had to learn the hard way that going to war is not the best way to solve a problem. The wrong decisions taken by its leaders in the past have cost them irreparable damages, not only human, but also social and economical. Going to war has only disabled these nations in their efforts to catch up with a fast-developing world and has led them far behind many nations. Back in the 1980’s the region established peace amongst each other, mainly due to the efforts of the Costa Rican government, led by president Oscar Arias, who encouraged a peace treaty that was finally agreed upon and signed in 1988. This agreement also required that each nation would begin to downsize its army and armament supplies. The participation that President Arias took part of in this process earned him the Nobel Peace Prize, the first of its kind given to a Costa Rican citizen.

According to the United Nations’ World Statistics Pocketbook and Statistical Yearbook, Central American countries have spent anywhere between 29 and 105 million dollars per country in order to support its army. Can you imagine the boost that any one of these nations would have if their armies were abolished? I believe that the Central American region is not in the need of having armies like the ones they have today because it is not necessary for their survival. Some of these countries like Honduras and Guatemala that have realized this fact and are beginning to reduce their military forces. The reduction plan that the Guatemalan government has plans to downsize the army by one third of its magnitude, however there are some political issues that have delayed these actions to take place, and even though there are still on the government’s agenda, it is very hard to determine if this action is going to take place soon. At least it is pleasant to know they have the intention of doing changing its policies towards this matter.

Costa Rica has only succeeded further than these nations because as a country, it didn’t have to suffer the fatal consequences of war and was able to finance a strong educational system; a system that would constitute one of the major pillars of the country’s future development. Thanks to the courageous actions of a group of proud citizens that stood up to defend their rights and those of their fellow compatriots, Costa Rica is now a country that can take pride of its history and serve as an example to other nations around the world of how it is possible to survive without the dreadful consequences of war. 

President Figueres Ferrer died a national hero in 1990, but his actions will not be soon forgotten by the people of Costa Rica that always have admired the courage, honor and vision that he put into everything he did to serve his country. It his belief in the need of investing on education and taking radical actions to place, like the abolishment of the army, one of the main reasons that the country enjoys of its present position as a peaceful developing nation, and an educated one as well.

I finish this paper with a quote from another great political leader, Dr. W. Edwards Deming (1900-1993), who also believed firmly in the power of education:

“Learning is not compulsory... neither is survival.”
  



--W. Edwards Deming 
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