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This ebook is dedicated to my wife Mary, my editor and partner in this grand adventure. She has adapted so well she now signs her e-mail "The Happiest Woman in Costa Rica."
Mary took the photo and designed the cover. It warns us to go slow and watch for children, dogs, sloths and monkeys. It also is indicative of the pace of life in Costa Rica and reminds us that life is a journey that is best taken slowly.
K.S.T.R (Kids Saving The Rainforest)
####
Since I started writing this book I have had to make several revisions. If I made this a paperback it would be miserably out of date in three to six months. I know this because Costa Rica is in a constant state of change. If it isn’t the residency requirements, it is the traffic laws or the utility rates or some new banking law that “they”, for some inexplicable reason or none at all, decide to change.
So by making this an ebook I can keep it up to date and send out revised editions with a touch of a key.
I also feel that the wave of electronic readers (Kindle, Nook, Sony, the Ipad from Apple, and many others) is going to make the electronic book easier to read. Also ebooks are cheaper to produce.
Some books, like novels and biographies, will be in print format for some time to come; but books that have content that constantly changes are better suited for the ebook format.
Welcome to “How to live in Costa Rica on $1500.00 a Month.” ebook edition.
Fred and Mary
Mary and I both consider ourselves Texans. I was born in western New York state and grew up there and she was born and lived her early years in Oklahoma.
Mary moved to Dallas in the early sixties and I arrived in 1971 after stops in Georgia, New Jersey and Pennsylvania. Mary didn’t make any stops; she just got out of the boondocks as soon as she could.
When we met she had a thirteen year old daughter, Jonna, and I a thirteen year old son Mark, six months apart in age. It was like having instant teenage twins and our family was a lot of fun.
At the time I was a successful cash register salesman and Mary was not working.
Soon after we met an opportunity arose to go into the dart business (yes, the ones you throw at a board), and subsequently we became the owners of Lone Star Darts with a retail location and a growing wholesale business. It eventually evolved into Lone Star Darts and Billiards, supported us and eventually our daughter and son-in-law, Mouse, for 26 years. Our granddaughter Mica could ring up a sale and throw a dart when she was just out of diapers. None of us were getting rich, but we had a happy family and a thriving business.
In 2001 we sold the dart business; I went back into the cash register business and Mary went to work for our best friends.
We had good jobs but frankly we were getting tired of working and only had our Social Security and a modest amount of savings which was not enough unless supplemented by working income. Therefore, it looked like we were going to have to work till we died, or move to an area with a much lower cost of living.
That is when Costa Rica became a viable alternative and we started evaluating whether we could live in Costa Rica on a limited income.
How to Live in Costa Rica on $1500.00 a Month
First, it is not easy to live anywhere on $1500.00 per month. Many months we miss our goal; some months we have a little left over. Fortunately we have a bit more income than our budget calls for and, like most, we tend to spend it. It is possible, by eliminating extra spending, to live on $1500.00 per month but although you can live comfortably, you won’t be living “high on the hog,” so to speak.
My wife Mary and I have been living here for nearly six years, and while we are by no means experts, we have gathered quite a few experiences and learned a lot through day to day living. For the most part it has been a positive and rewarding experience.
Cost of living is only one of the reasons we selected Costa Rica as our retirement location. There are many more benefits we have received while living here, and as well there have been a few challenges.
In reading this book you will not find any Costa Rica bashing nor will you find me writing with rose-colored font. Hopefully, we are representative of the many extranjeros (people from other countries) who are living here happy, joyous and content.
If you have questions, I will be happy to answer them or direct you to someone who may have the answer.
I have purposefully not included any links to my favorite Costa Rica web sites or e-mail addresses, as internet sites change frequently and it is hard to keep current even in an ebook. So if you have any questions please e-mail me at fhholmesy@gmail.com
Come along with Mary and me on our grand adventure in Costa Rica.
Mary and I have been living in Costa Rica for nearly six years. We moved here in November of 2005. We sold what we could and packed the rest of our belongings into a twenty-foot container; put our two cats in carriers, and flew off to paradise in Costa Rica.
We have never regretted it and 99% of our experiences have been positive.
BUT, we did not move to Costa Rica without a good deal of research to see if we were suited to move to a different culture in the tropics.
Our first trip was in 1997 as tourists, and except for a little flu we had a great time. As tourists we had little to do except follow a plan designed by a travel agency.
For the next few years our Costa Rican experience was filed away under “Great Trips.” In 2003, as we contemplated retirement, we found to our dismay that our meager retirement savings would not allow us to retire unless we left the Dallas area and found a much cheaper place to live. Our income was limited to Social Security and there were only a few places in the US that we could stretch our income to live semi-comfortably.
As I outlined our financial plight to Mary, she blurted, “Why don’t we move to Costa Rica!”
My immediate response was, “What about Jonna?” We are very close with our daughter, granddaughter and son-in-law and I knew it would traumatic. Mary suggested that anyplace in the US where we could afford to live was at least four hours away and Costa Rica was the same four hours by airplane.
Before we brought on the tears from Jonna, we decided to take another trip accompanied by four close friends; and this time we would be semi-tourists. With the help of maps and guide books I planned the trip myself using a travel agency in San Jose to make the actual bookings. To get a better knowledge of living conditions, I booked us into bed and breakfasts and arranged our itinerary so that we stayed a couple of nights in each area and didn’t have to spend too much time in transit.
It worked out great. We met some very helpful ex-pats and learned a little more of what it was like to live there. We also went white water rafting, zip-lining and toured the historical sights of San Jose. Everyone had a great time.
After we returned we made contact with George Lundquist and he helped us resolve a legal problem. (See residency) George conducts a tour designed to help people like us evaluate whether we can live in Costa Rica. Additionally, the three day tour visits several locations which he feels are cost-effective places to live. We took George’s tour in September of 2004 and it was all that it promised and more. We returned to break the news to Jonna that as soon as we could sell our condo, we were moving to Costa Rica.
We were not prepared for the anguish this announcement would cause and it was impossible to even mention the country without eliciting a torrent of tears.
We decided that if we were to avoid disownment we had better take Jonna to Costa Rica and do a selling job on her.
In January of 2005 the three of us went on a mini-tour of Costa Rica spending most of our time in Puriscal where we had decided to live. The first three days we spent in and near San Jose. The days were cold and rainy and the looks from her got glummer and glummer; but when we finally got to Puriscal, the sun came out and the normally beautiful January weather set in. After a few days at Bob and Patsy’s B&B, a trip to the beach and a tour of the area, Jonna’s spirits brightened and being a smart girl she could see the advantages that we would enjoy and the opportunity for some fun-filled vacations for her and her family.
In March of 2005 we put our condo on the market and made arrangements to rent Bob and Patsy’s house which had been sitting empty since they had bought a finca and B&B. Unfortunately, the condo did not fly off the listing sheet and in August we made another trip to Costa Rica. This time we lived in Bob and Patsy’s house and experienced first hand what it was like with our very limited Spanish to shop, travel and live in Costa Rica. We walked, used the bus system and taxis to get around and found that life here was not only doable for us two gringos, but was downright enjoyable. August is in the rainy season and we found the dreaded heavy rains only afforded us the opportunity to take a few naps or read a good book.
Returning to the US, we were really anxious to move and had decided we were going to move whether the condo sold or not when, bingo, we got a firm offer on the condo. As with many things you wait for, it was now a big rush for the buyer to get moved in and us moved out. When we finally got our household goods in a container and on the way to Costa Rica we had to wait a few more weeks while we sold our cars and cleaned up a few details.
Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, we put our cats in the airline’s cargo compartment and four hours later were in Costa Rica.
We had decided to rent Bob and Patsy’s house which was semi furnished but had enough room for our household belongings. We were moving from a one bedroom condo into a two bedroom house so just about everything fit.
Two weeks after we arrived, so did our container, complete with our big screen TV and the rest of our household goods.
We arrived on November 7, 2005 and have been happy in our new country ever since. And by the way, Jonna has visited three more times and our granddaughter and son-in law one time each.
As you read the rest of our experiences, keep in mind that Costa Rica is not for everybody. But if you do your homework, make a few trips, carefully weigh the conditions that are important for you and your family, it could be for you.
####
Christopher Columbus, which translates to Cristobol Colón in Spanish, discovered Costa Rica in 1502. There are many things here that are named in honor of old Chris, such as Cuidad Colón, a nearby city, and of utmost importance and interest, the colón, the Costa Rican monetary unit.
The colón comes in brass and aluminum coins called la moneda and paper money called colones. The lowest brass or aluminum coin is 5 colones and the largest 500 colones. Paper money comes in 1000, 2000, 5000, 10000, and the newly minted 20,000 colón notes. There is talk of a 50,000 colón note but with the 20,000 just introduced it will probably be a while.
Outside of being able to order food, an understanding of the monetary exchange is critical to comfortable living in Costa Rica. After all, knowing what to pay and being able to count your change is important and understanding how to exchange your dollars, euros or Canadian dollars for colones is of utmost priority.
This year (2011) the exchange rate for US dollars (USD) has been holding steady at around 500 colones to the dollar. When we moved here six years ago it was a little over 400, but over the years it tends to creep up to keep pace with inflation. US dollars are important to Costa Rica as most everything they import has to be paid for with dollars.
In a normal year you will see the colón appreciate against the dollar during the dry (high tourist) season from about November through April and devaluate during the wet or green (low tourist) season. One of the reasons for this is when there are plenty of tourists there are plenty of dollars and they are not as valuable. Conversely when tourism slacks off the dollar rebounds and you get a few more colones for your dollar. There are many other factors, but not being a financial wizard I won’t attempt to explain them.
To offset this is a fairly steady annual inflation rate of between eight and twelve percent, and even though you are getting more colones for your dollar, everything costs more. Lately we have experienced inflation without the corresponding appreciation of the dollar so the cost of living has risen about 10%.
Enough about that. What you need to know is that except for tourist areas, you will need to use colones in your day-to-day transactions. In fact, it is to your benefit even in tourist areas to use colones as many businesses charge a little extra to take dollars because then they have to convert your dollars to colones. You will get a little better deal using the colón. So for our examples we will use 500 colones to one USD. That makes conversion simple.
After our second trip to Costa Rica we bought ourselves an electronic translator. We bought and still use the Franklin model DBE. It has a built in currency converter, computes metric conversions, and as well is an easy-to-use English/Spanish translator. There are many other makes and models, but this one is simple and can be picked up on-line for under $30.00.
One of our first Spanish lessons was how to count and convert currency. Many small sodas (family restaurants) don’t have menus and if you were to ask how much a typical food plate (comida tipica) costs you might hear something like this “mil quinientos colones.” That would be 1500 colones or about $3.00. If you asked the price of a washing machine, you might hear “doscientos trienta cinco mil colones” or 235,000 colones which is around $470.00. Most shop owners will write it down for you or enter it on a calculator and show it to you. Also, more and more Costa Ricans are able and willing to tell you how much it is in dollars, but the conversion will likely be in Spanish. So to be safe, learn to do it yourself.
If you are bringing dollars with you, don’t bring too many as you can get colones from many ATM machines as long as your credit or debit card is a Pulse or Cirrus. The banks will happily exchange twenty dollar bills but do not like to exchange hundreds as they have received some that were counterfeit in the past. They will scrutinize the bills very carefully and if the corners are torn or the bill is very old and worn they may very well reject it. So bring a few nice clean and fresh twenty dollar bills. On the other hand you sometimes will receive colones that look like they have been through a washing machine and probably have.
If you decide to stay here for some time it is best to open a bank account, and that is our next subject.
There are three national banks, or banks guaranteed by the Costa Rican government. We use Banco Nacional but we have friends that are satisfied with both Banco Popular and Banco de Costa Rica.
When we got here in 2005 our friend took us to her bank, introduced us to her banker and in an hour we had a joint bank account in dollars and colones. All we needed was our passports.
In the past couple of years it has become a little more difficult as the international monetary controls have even reached our little country. In addition to your passports you will probably need a bill of some kind showing where you live, like an electric bill or phone bill. You will also need two letters of recommendation, preferably from Ticos.
In Costa Rica, as in many places, it is not what you know but who. Therefore it is better to be taken to a bank by someone who has a good reputation at the bank and has had an account for some time. It might cost you lunch but will save many hours. Preferably go with someone who knows a little Spanish.
Once you have your bank account you will receive a debit card/ATM card and a PIN number. You will get a dollar and a colon account so you can deposit and withdraw either currency. If you set up a joint account both you and your wife will receive a debit card. The debit cards are issued by Master Card and have Cirrus on the back so they can be used just about everywhere.
Recently they added a new wrinkle and now you are required to fill out an information form with your personal information, including the source of your income. Our banker filled out the form and with only SS income it was no problem.
Also BNCR has added another security step which you must use if you are going to transfer money to banks other than your own, or pay people by transferring funds directly to their account using the on-line system. It involves going to the bank and applying for an electronic password card. After you receive this, you will be prompted when you pay on-line to enter the number showing on the card. Once you use it the number will change automatically giving you a new one for the next transaction. I am not sure how many numbers the cards hold, but it is quite a few and when you use them up you can get a new card. We don’t use it as we only pay our utility bills on-line and have no need for it for now. We will probably get one the next time we have to make a change to our account.
At our bank there are three sections to serve you. There are five cashier windows, one primarily for night deposits and one with a chair for preferred clients. These are clients over 65, clients with handicaps, pregnant women or women with small children. Because we have our gold card (over 65) we can go to any window except the night deposit, although if there are many in line, the night deposit teller will generally take regular transactions.
If you require some kind of paperwork or have a complicated transaction there are four tellers seated in open offices who will handle these transactions. For example, opening or changing an account or filling out your information sheet. They have a “take-a-number” unit and comfortable seats. If you plan on going there, don’t forget to take a book.
We have found that the busiest times at the bank are early mornings and the fourth day of the month. Ticos seem to like to get their business done early, and on the fourth of the month the Costa Rican Social Security funds are distributed and the lines are out the door and down the block. We try to get to the bank around noon when sometimes we are the only clients in the bank.
Our bank also has three outside ATM’s that will prompt you in English/Spanish depending on the card. We use this when we only want a small amount of cash and don’t feel like waiting in line. We keep our ATM limit pretty low for obvious reasons.
A few of the tellers speak some English, but it is best to conduct normal business, like deposits and withdrawals, in Spanish. For example “Yo quiero retiro doscientos dolars en colones,” means that you want withdraw 200 dollars from your dollar account and receive the money in colones.
I have my Social Security check direct deposited to my Banco Nacional dollar account and transfer dollars to colones or withdraw colones as we need them.
Social Security Direct Deposit
When we first got here I had my SS deposited in a US bank, then wire transferred money to my BNCR dollar account as I needed it. After a few months we had pretty much decided to stay here, and the wire transfers were $40.00 each, so I changed my SS and had it direct deposited to my BNCR dollar account.
It is a very simple procedure. In your Costa Rica bank you will get two account numbers, one for dollars and one for colones. Take your passport and dollar account number and go to the US Consulate in San Jose. You won’t even have to wait in the long line outside. Just tell the guard you want to go to the federal benefits window. Get in line by sitting in the next available chair in line. (You will get used to this system.) There were only three people ahead of us both times we went there, so it was a quick process. Tell the clerk at the window that you want to change the recipient bank of your SS direct deposit. He or she will then fill out a form. VERY IMPORTANT -When you get to the section on the form that asks if it is a savings or checking account, for Lord’s sake check the savings box, as direct deposits can only be made to a savings account. I made the mistake and told them it was a debit account and had to make another trip to my bank and have the account number verified as a savings account. My banker laughed at me and said they are all savings accounts as they pay interest on both accounts each month.
Once you have completed the form your SS check will be deposited to your CR bank on the third of every month. All foreign deposits are made on the third, unless of course it is a weekend or a local holiday. We have never had to wait more than two days. And I have saved the best part for last, the fee for this service is only $6.00 deducted from your check. The only disadvantage is that you may not get any government stimulus checks. But the transfer fees will eat up any bonuses in a hurry.
The only reason not to do this is if you plan on making several trips back to the US and want to make withdrawals while you are in the US. I have not tried to use my BNCR debit card in the US so I don’t know if it will work or not. It has the Cirrus logo on the back so it may work.
Mary goes back to the states for a month each fall to visit and help our friend Betty with the ID badges at the Texas State Fair, so we leave her SS direct deposited in a Dallas bank so she will have money available.
You will hear stories of unpleasant banking experiences, but other than my own mistakes we have had no problems.
Our expenses vary each month, and by far our most variable expenses are auto, health and travel/entertainment. As these expenses are individual by nature, we will leave these to be discussed in depth later and enumerate only our basic expenses.
Following is a list of our approximate monthly expenses:
Rent--------------------------------------------------$450.00
Food---------------------------------------------------400.00
Electricity----------------------------------------------80.00
Telephone Home--------------------------------------20.00
Telephone Cell------------------------------------------7.00
Caja-Costa Rican public health plan---------------60.00
Medicare -for both-----------------------------------200.00
Life Ins-------------------------------------------------70.00
Sky TV-Satellite TV----------------------------------50.00
Auto Expense-----------------------------------------100.00
Entertainment--dining out, DVD rental, etc. ----100.00
Total------------------------------------------------$1537.00
I know, I know. I said you could live in Costa Rica for $1500.00 per month, but you will recall in the introduction I said, a little more or a little less. Well, we opted for a little more.
You can readily see that some of these expenses are variable; in fact most of them can be reduced either by eliminating them entirely (Sky TV), or by reducing them through more economical usage (food, electricity). Still others represent choices that you can make that will drastically affect your monthly expenses. Medicare premiums are a good example. Other expenses some of you just won’t have. (Life insurance premiums, etc.)
Each one of these expenses will be covered in the appropriate chapter and as you evaluate each chapter you will make up your own mind where you want to spend your money.
The above budget is ours, yours will probably be different
Housing is our single biggest monthly expense in Costa Rica; and even then it is less than our monthly insurance bills were when we lived in Texas.
You can build, buy or rent a home or an apartment. Many times it is wise to rent before you buy to avoid finding out later that you are not happy with either the home or the location. Modern apartments are generally only found in the larger cities; but many cities have apartments available in downtown areas, sometimes above retail locations, sometimes just hidden down a long walkway. Many homes may have an additional small guest house available for rent. A friend of ours recently built some much needed condos in Puriscal, but they are not common in rural areas.
The cost you will incur will depend on two things; location and quality.
For example, we live in Barbacoas and I have a friend who lives in Escazu. He pays over $1000.00 per month for a large modern apartment. We pay $450.00 for a modern house about the same size. Why the difference? Escazu is closer to San Jose, has modern shopping malls and infrastructure that he feels is important to him. It is closer to cultural events and there are many more extranejeros.
Extranjero or extranjera (feminine) and gringo are used here interchangeably and they mean the same, a foreigner. The term gringo is used affectionately here, but in some countries it is not so complimentary. We gringos call Costa Ricans Ticos or Ticas depending on the gender. Some make the mistake of referring to us as ex-patriots, but the term is expatriate and refers to someone who has left their country of origin and is living in a different county. It doesn’t mean we are any the less patriotic, although some may be.
We live two kilometers from the nearest small town of Barbacoas, seven km from a larger town, Santiago de Puriscal, and forty kilometers from San Jose. We live in a rural community and my friend lives in what I would call a suburb.
Surprisingly, you can live in Escazu for much less rent than $1000.00 per month but to do so means living in a Tico style house in a Tico neighborhood. You may also have to give up some of the conveniences he has such as hot water and a secure environment.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/120623 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!