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ACRONYMS

AAP

COVID-19

GBV

GCM

HDPN

IOM

M&E

OCAM

RCM

SACM

SDGs

SICA

SITLAM

UNSDCF

accountability to affected populations

coronavirus disease 2019

gender-based violence

Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration

Humanitarian-development-peace nexus

International Organization for Migration

monitoring and evaluation

Central American Commission of Migration Directors or Comisión Centromericana de 
Directores de Migración

Regional Conference on Migration or Conferencia Regional sobre Migración

South American Conference on Migration or Conferencia Suramericana sobre Migraciones

Sustainable Development Goals

Central American Integration System or Sistema de la Integración Centroamericana

System for Labor Migration Traceability or Sistema de Trazabilidad Migratoria

United Nations Sustainable Development Cooperation Framework for Costa Rica 
(2023 – 2027) (upcoming)

4 IOM COSTA RICA

COSTA RICA STRATEGIC PLAN: 2022



INAUGURATION OF A COMMUNITY PARK IN PAVAS, SAN JOSÉ. © IOM 2022

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

IOM Costa Rica would like to thank the government institutions, civil society 

organisations, donors, and United Nations sister agencies for providing their 

perspective during this strategy’s development.  Your input has been invaluable.  

Furthermore, we would like to acknowledge the staff from IOM Costa Rica who 

participated in the consultative process, which included a three-day retreat, and 

provided their feedback to refine numerous drafts over several months. IOM 

colleagues have worked tirelessly to advance the Organization’s vision; their 

contributions and collaboration have been essential to creating a sense of ownership 

of the Strategic Plan.  We would also like to express our gratitude to IOM colleagues 

in the Regional Office and Headquarters in Geneva, Switzerland, for their insights 

and guidance.  Finally, we would like to thank our consultant, Katie Kerr, who worked 

patiently with the IOM Costa Rica team to put together this strategy, listening to all 

perspectives and compiling them so concisely. 



FOREWORD

Diana Cartier

Chief of Mission

As Chief of Mission of IOM Costa Rica, I am pleased to share our mission’s Strategic Plan for the next five years. 

IOM is committed to working for the betterment of migrants, their families, host communities, and the country 

as a whole.   Costa Rica is a country shaped by migration- migrants past and present have contributed to its rich 

culture and developing its economy.  Costa Rica’s commendable emphasis on human rights and diverse economic 

opportunities makes it an attractive destination for vulnerable migrants in need of protection or seeking to 

rebuild their lives. IOM is committed to supporting Costa Rica as a champion country of the Global Compact 

for Migration, including by reinforcing their efforts to protect and integrate migrants so that they and their host 

communities may continue to thrive.  

Despite these opportunities, migrants in Costa Rica still face notable challenges, including xenophobia, 

limited access to services, and difficulty in regularizing and maintaining their migration status.  To adequately 

address these difficulties, it is also essential to understand that migrants experience diverse needs depending 

on their identity and circumstances. For example, labour migrants from Nicaragua may require different 

assistance than the transnational Ngäbe-Buglé people that migrate for the coffee harvest; migrants in urban 

versus rural host communities will face unique challenges, and the priorities of LGBTQI+, women, and 

migrant youth will vary. Each migrant has a different story, specific needs, and unique contributions that 

they bring to their host communities.  Our job is to be attentive, to listen, and use our value added as the 

lead UN agency on migration to work with migrants and the larger community to find sustainable solutions 

that leave no one behind.

IOM Costa Rica’s strategy is built on seventy years of experience working on migration issues in the country 

and around the world; it is supported by the strong partnerships we have developed with the Government 

of Costa Rica, other United Nations agencies, civil society, and the private sector. Furthermore, the 

outlined strategic priorities align with the UN Sustainable Development Cooperation Framework, IOM’s 

Regional Strategy to the North America, Central America and the Caribbean and IOM’s Global Vision for 

the Organization. 

Guided by the objectives established within our plan, we look forward to continuing to work with and for our 

partners to improve the conditions and impact of migration in Costa Rica, over the next five years, and beyond.



1. INTRODUCTION

1.1. ABOUT IOM
The International Organization for Migration (IOM) is the United Nation’s leading agency on migration and the leading 
intergovernmental organization in the field of migration. Working within the United Nations System and closely with 
key stakeholders, IOM promotes humane, safe, and orderly migration by providing services and advice to governments 
and migrants from an integral and holistic perspective. Established in 1951, IOM now has more than 170 Member 
States, offices in over 400 field locations and more than 16,000 staff. Ninety percent of IOM’s staff is in the field. 

As recognized in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, human mobility is indivisible from sustainable 
development, and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) will not be achieved without due consideration of 
migration. Additionally, the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration (GCM) is grounded in the 2030 
Agenda, and promotes whole-of-government and whole-of-society approaches to address the intrinsic link between 
migration and sustainable development.

1.2. IOM IN COSTA RICA
Costa Rica became a member of IOM in 1952, and the Organization has maintained an office 
in the country since 1954. IOM’s mission in Costa Rica has 130 staff members and operates 
from its main office in San José and strategic locations assisting migrants country-wide. In 
collaboration with the Government of Costa Rica, inter-governmental and non-governmental 
partners and affected populations, IOM Costa Rica delivers a broad programming portfolio that 
reflects the scale and significance of migration in Costa Rica and its diverse impacts. Specifically, 
IOM and partners aim to meet and reduce humanitarian needs; protect those most vulnerable 
to violence, exploitation, abuse or neglect; build institutional capacities to facilitate regular migration pathways; optimize 
the contributions of migration to sustainable development; promote migrant integration and access to livelihoods and 
social services; and foster social cohesion in receiving communities through projects that bring together and benefit 
migrants and hosts.

IOM’s work in Costa Rica is closely coordinated within the United Nations System through joint analysis, planning 
and programming, as well as through regular dialogue and coordination mechanisms. The upcoming United Nations 
Sustainable Development Cooperation Framework (2023-2027) (UNSDCF) demonstrates the joint commitment of 
the United Nations in Costa Rica to migration management with a dedicated outcome to protecting human mobility 
(#1.3) and by mainstreaming migration “solutions” under all its strategic objectives.

IOM Costa Rica operates under the auspices of the IOM Regional Office for Central America, North America and the 
Caribbean which is also located in San José and covers 24 countries. The Regional Office oversees, plans, coordinates 
and supports IOM activities in the region, formulates regional strategies, guides their implementation, and provides 
programmatic support.

1.3. VISION STATEMENT

130 STAFF MEMBERS 

As a trusted and essential actor in the field of human mobility IOM will 
positively and significantly impact the lives of migrants, their families, their 

communities and Costa Rica as a whole. 
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2.1. KEY DYNAMICS AND TRENDS 
Costa Rica is a major destination and transit country for migrants and refugees. The country’s political stability, 
economic opportunities and relative security have been a historic draw to people on the move from nearby countries. 
An estimated ten percent (10.2) of Costa Rica’s population was born outside Costa Rica, which represents the 
highest proportion of migrants in Latin America, followed by Chile where over eight percent (8.6) of the population 
is foreign born.1

Mobility patterns into Costa Rica have transformed over the last four decades. In the 1980s, Central Americans were 
largely driven to migrate within the region and to the United States by economic crises, civil conflict and political 
unrest. Starting in the 1990s immigration was spurred by Costa Rica’s growth in labor-intensive sectors, like agriculture 
and construction, together with different forms of economic migration from Nicaragua. Starting in 2015, Costa 
Rica has experienced a dramatic increase in flows of incoming migrants and refugees from many countries, including 
Nicaragua, Venezuela, Cuba, Haiti, Colombia, El Salvador, and countries in Africa, Asia and the Middle East. Some of 
these individuals, especially those from Nicaragua and Colombia, arrive with the intention of staying in Costa Rica, 
while others opt to pass through quickly on a northbound trajectory. Costa Rica is also a destination point for retirees, 
digital nomads (workers able to work remotely from Costa Rica) and investors from North America, Asia and Europe.

Costa Rica’s future mobility patterns depend largely on how drivers of migration and displacement evolve in nearby 
countries. Key push factors for migration in the region include political instability and persecution, marginalization and 
socio-economic inequality, crime and violence, including organized crime and gender-based violence, disasters and slow-
onset climate impacts. The structural nature of many of these factors and the persisting challenges brought on by the 
COVID-19 pandemic strongly suggest that irregular migration and displacement into Costa Rica will continue in the 
coming years. Moreover, some adverse conditions that drive migration are projected to worsen; for instance, climate 
change impacts are likely to intensify in the Caribbean and some parts of Central America.

Pull factors that attract migrants to Costa Rica include political stability, economic and labor opportunities, availability 
of health and education service and a strong tradition of protection. Migrants have historically and continue to meet 
critical labor demands in the country, representing 13% of the overall Costa Rican workforce2  and a majority of laborers 
hired on farms for harvest.3 4    Migrants also play essential roles in other Costa Rican’s labor-intensive sectors, including 
domestic services, and construction, and by bringing innovation and investment.

2.2. CONSEQUENCES OF THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC
Worldwide, the COVID-19 pandemic depressed economies, deepened inequalities and further marginalized the most 
vulnerable groups. In Costa Rica, the pandemic stalled regularization processes and many migrants and refugees lost 
their jobs and accommodation; some experienced food insecurity, had limited access to medical assistance, or faced 
discrimination, while others were stranded as borders closed. Nearly three years after the outbreak of COVID-19, 
recovery is imperfect and uneven.

COVID-19’s lasting economic effects have also aggravated regional adverse drivers of migration and displacement, 
contributing to rising numbers of migrants and refugees in Costa Rica. For example, the pandemic’s effects on economies 
in South America partly explain the increasing number of migrants, especially Haitian, Venezuelan and Cuban nationals, 

2. COSTA RICA’S MIGRATION OUTLOOK

1United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UN DESA), 2021. International Migrant Stock, 2020. New York. See also, McAuliffe, 

M. and A. Triandafyllidou (eds.). World Migration Report 2022 (Geneva, International Organization for Migration [IOM], 2021).

2Luis Almagro, Néstor Méndez, Farah Diva Urrutia, Gastao Alves de Toledo and Betilde Muñoz-Pogossian, Costa Rica: Caracterización y Análisis de 

las Políticas en Materia de Migración International y Refugiados (Washington DC, Organization of American States [OAS], 2020).
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3The Government of Costa Rica has estimated that 90% of agricultural workers engaged during harvests are migrants, while a 60% of laborers on 

coffee farms are migrants. See American University, The Road to Resilience: Migrant Workers in Costa Rica’s Agricultural Sector (2021). 

4According to the OAS, migration can help Costa Rica reach its national goal to modernize agriculture by supplying new ideas and resources Almagro, 

et al. (OAS, 2020).

5System for Labor Migration Traceability or Sistema de Trazabilidad Migratoria (SITLAM). 

6See generally, International Organization for Migration (IOM), Migration Governance Indicators – The Republic of Costa Rica (Geneva, IOM, 2019).

7Costa Rica’s commitment to the GCM is also exemplified by its recent participation and voluntary reports in the GCM Regional Review and the 

International Migration Review Forum. These reports further illustrate significant progress toward GCM objectives through Costa Rica’s laws, policies, 

programs and coordination efforts.

8RCM is one of the oldest and most robust interstate consultation mechanism on migration and offers members a venue to exchange good prac-

tices, harmonize policy tools and decisions, coordinate on transnational issues, such as trafficking in persons, and connect with other consultative 

processes, like the South American Conference on Migration (SACM).

arriving by foot to Costa Rica. Some migrants had previously settled elsewhere, but were unable to maintain their 
livelihoods during the pandemic. 

At the same time, the pandemic generated new awareness, practices, and coordination mechanisms among government 
institutions, which can be leveraged for long-term gains in migration management. For example, when Costa Rica 
faced the prospect of losing a coffee harvest due to the lack of migrant labor during border closures, the country 
was reminded of the essential role of migrants in the national economy. As a result, the Costa Rican government, the 
private sector and IOM developed a tracking system5 that facilitated border processes and contact tracing, while also 
requiring participating employers to ensure adequate working conditions, as well as benefits and health insurance for 
seasonal laborers.

2.3. OPPORTUNITIES
Exemplary legal and policy framework

Costa Rica is lauded for its innovative laws and policies on regularization, protection and integration, including the pioneering 
2009 General Migration and Foreigners Act.6 The lapsing of this law and corollary policies in 2022 creates opportunities 
for new legislation that builds on past experience, adapts to new migration dynamics and tackles emerging challenges such 
as climate-induced mobility. 

9IOM COSTA RICA
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THE EVENT, “AVES MIGRATORIAS” (MIGRATORY BIRDS) BROUGHT 
TOGETHER MIGRANTS, DIASPORA COMMUNITIES, AND RETURNEES 
IN LIMÓN. © IOM 2022

9Instituted in San José in 1990.

10LOIM. GMD. (July 10, 2021). Migration data in Central America. Migration Data Portal. Retrieved December 27, 2021.

11IOM (2021). Large movements of highly vulnerable migrants in the Americas. IOM, Buenos Aires and San José.

12United Nations, Noticias ONU, Casi 50,000 migrantes llegaron a Panamá por la selva de Darien en lo que va del 2022 (21 July 2022) (citing data 
from Government of Panama). 

13Most adult migrants who lack regular status and employment in the formal sector do not have healthcare coverage outside of emergencies. Even 
those entitled to healthcare often face barriers due to a lack of information, language and cultural differences and, in some cases, discrimination.

14Costa Rica guarantees a basic education to everyone; however, indigenous and migrant children have lower rates of attendance due to a lack of 
information, social and cultural barriers.

15Almagro, et al. (OAS, 2020). 

16Consultant interview with Government of Costa Rica official on 12 April 2022.

17The complexity of societal attitudes is illustrated in a recent poll in which 61% of respondents considered the presence of refugees in the country 
to be positive, but over half reported they would be concerned in larger numbers continued to arrive. See Almagro, et al. (OAS, 2020). 

18United Nations in Costa Rica, 2022. 

Spotlight on migration 

Globally, regional and nationally, migration continues to 
attract attention and energy as a challenge to achieving 
the 2030 Agenda and the commitment to “leave no 
one behind.” At the same time, migration is widely 
acknowledged as presenting a unique opportunity for 
sustainable development.

Strength as a receiving country

A number of nearby countries are suffering economic 
distress, political upheaval or violence, and Costa Rica is uniquely positioned to offer safe and sustainable solutions to 
migrants and refugees from these countries. Doing so can benefit mobile populations, their countries of origin, local 
communities and Costa Rica as a whole.

Global frameworks and mechanisms 

The Global Compact for Migration aligns with and supports progress under the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development, offering a non-binding cooperative framework and common language to optimize the benefits of 
migration and address its challenges.  Costa Rica has adopted the GCM and became a GCM champion country, making 
progress towards achieving its objectives.7 The United Nations Network on Migration was established in 2020 and is 
active in Costa Rica, where it is coordinated jointly by the United Nations Resident Coordinator’s Office and IOM.  

Commitment to regional cooperation 

Costa Rica is a leader and active participant in regional forums that address migration issues with cross-border causes and 
effects. For example, Costa Rica is part of the Regional Conference on Migration (RCM),8 the Central American Integration 
System (SICA) and participates in the Central American Commission of Migration Directors (OCAM),9 as well as the recently 
established Alliance for Development of Democracy between Costa Rica, Dominican Republic and Panama.

Technological innovation

Digital and virtual solutions have the potential to lower the costs and time needed for regularization processes, facilitate 
integration, and offer online educational content, including courses developed by IOM Costa Rica’s “E-Campus.” 

10 IOM COSTA RICA
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However, the country faces a stark digital divide as many Costa Ricans and migrants do not have the equipment, 
internet access or technological know-how to take advantage of these new opportunities.    

2.4. CHALLENGES
Rapidly rising and unpredictable inflows

Adverse conditions, including political instability in nearby countries, have driven dramatic spikes in the number of 
migrants and refugees from Nicaragua, Venezuela, Haiti and Cuba in recent years. This dynamic has tested solidarity, 
strained human and financial resources, and contributed to operational bottlenecks and backlogs. 

Costa Rica has also experienced rising flows from Haiti, Cuba and, Venezuela, followed by countries from Asia, Africa, 
and the Middle East, traveling through Costa Rica toward North America.10 11 These migrants and refugees, who include 
women and young children, generally reach Panama by arduous and dangerous routes through the Darien Gap. More 
people traveled northward through the Darien Gap in 2021 than in the previous ten years combined. Over 48,000 
people made this crossing in the first half of 2022.12 Many arrive in Costa Rica exhausted, dehydrated, or sick, with 
urgent needs for shelter, food and water, sanitation and hygiene services, support to survivors of gender-based violence 
(GBV), medical and psychosocial care, and safe transport.

Irregular migration

While precise figures are not available, a substantial number of foreign-born people in Costa Rica arrived and or 
remained without the required permissions to do so. Irregular migrants are more susceptible to protection risks 
in transit and at their destinations, for example, trafficking in persons, lack of access to essential services, including 
healthcare13 and education14 and violations of labor rights. 

Regularization is a critical step towards migrant integration and protection, but the process is costly, slow and requires 
documentation that some migrants cannot produce. The Costa Rican migration authorities have struggled to keep up with 
growing demand for regularization as a result of pandemic-related delays, fiscal constraints and budget reductions, reliance 
on non-digital processes, and bureaucratic complexity, including the multitude of different categories for regularization. 

Barriers to integration

IOM understands integration as a two-way process between migrants and the societies in which they live whereby migrants 
are incorporated into the social, economic, cultural and political life of the receiving community. In addition to regularization, 
key challenges to integration in Costa Rica include difficulties securing decent work, and xenophobia as well as access to 
services as mentioned above. Effective integration relies in large part on the willingness and capacities of host communities. 

The large majority of migrants are economically active (between 15 and 64 years old), and they place a high priority on access 
to decent work.15  Many migrants lack the education and experience to enter into Costa Rica’s fastest growing economic area: 
the knowledge sector.16  For example, most Nicaraguan migrants are engaged in sectors with lower rates of remuneration, 
including construction and domestic services. Other migrants, such as the first waves arriving from Venezuela after the start 
of the crisis, possess advanced qualifications but have encountered difficulties validating their credentials and resistance from 
professional associations who regulate entry into particular fields. 

A final integration challenge relates to xenophobia, understood by IOM as attitudes, prejudices and behavior that reject, 
exclude and often vilify persons based on their perceived status as outsiders. While Costa Ricans generally support 
migration and have demonstrated remarkable generosity during crises, such positivity is being tested by rapidly rising 
numbers, recurring crises, unemployment, and increasing crime.17  

19Consultant interview with Government of Costa Rica official on 12 April 2022 and civil society representative on 19 April 2022. 

20United Nations in Costa Rica, Common Country Analysis (San Jose Costa Rica, 2022). 

21See generally, IOM, La movilidad humana derivada de desastres y el cambio climático en Centroamérica (Geneva, 2021).
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MIGRANT REGULARIZATION INFORMATION. © IOM 2022

3. STRATEGIC PRIORITIES 

This Strategy will support Costa Rica to reduce the challenges of migration 
and leverage its potential to achieve sustainable development outcomes 
for all. It is aligned with the Regional Strategy for Central America, North 
America and the Caribbean; the IOM Strategic Vision, which articulates 
how IOM plans to meet its new and emerging responsibilities, including 
its coordination role for the United Nations Network on Migration; and 
the Organization’s Strategic Results Framework,. IOM recognizes the 
interlinked and mutually reinforcing relationship between regular migration 
and sustainable development, and aims to contribute to achievement of 
the SDGs, including the facilitation of orderly, safe, regular and responsible 
migration and other SDGs to combat poverty, hunger and climate change, 
reduce inequalities, strengthen health and education, foster sustainable settlements and cities, and revitalize global 
partnerships. This Strategy draws from analysis and planning undertaken jointly within the United Nations country 
team and reinforces the priorities set out in the upcoming UNSDCF. It is also a result of extensive consultations with 
stakeholders from the Government of Costa Rica, civil society organizations, and the international community.  See 
Annex 1 on this Strategy’s alignment with IOM Regional Priorities, the UNSDCF, the SDGs and the GCM. 

3.1. STRATEGIC OBJECTIVES, OUTCOMES AND ACTIONS  
Based on the above context analysis, this strategy outlines the objectives and outcomes that IOM Costa Rica will 
support over the next five years (2022-2026) and illustrative actions that could be taken to pursue them. The four 
objectives set out below reflect the objectives of the IOM Strategic Results Framework, which are anchored in IOM’s 
Strategic Vision.  

Uneven geographic burdens and capacities 

Many migration challenges fall on local actors in rural and remote areas who have limited resources to address 
them substantial disparities between Costa Rica’s territories, with border and rural areas lagging behind on human 
development, municipal capacity and welfare indicators.18 In municipalities impacted by transitory and longer-term 
migration, municipal leaders are calling out for additional support and coordination with the central government in 
order to address migrant and host community needs collectively. Looking forward, more migrants may increasingly 
settle in rural and coastal areas outside of San Jose, as its job and residential markets become saturated.19

Insecurity and transnational crimes

Crime and perceptions of insecurity are on the rise in Costa Rica.20 Migrants and refugees are often more vulnerable 
to violence, including while in transit through Costa Rica, and less likely to report crimes for a variety of reasons. There 
is also growing concern about the porosity of the northern and southern borders, Costa Rica’s role in the drug trade, 
and the incidence of trafficking in persons and migrant smuggling. 

Climate change, environmental degradation and disasters

The effects of climate change and environmental degradation are already visible in Costa Rica, including drought and coastal 
erosion.21  The country’s location, climate and seismological conditions put it at high risk of disasters. As recognized in 
the National Policy on Climate Change Adaptation, climate change contributes to displacement risks. Further, its impacts 
disproportionately fall on migrant and poor families. That said, there is a lack of research and planning around the link between 
climate change and human mobility.

12 IOM COSTA RICA
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STRATEGIC OBJECTIVES
IOM COSTA RICA (2022-2026)
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OBJECTIVE 1: 
RESILIENCE  

Individuals and communities throughout Costa Rica are empowered and resilient

IOM defines resilience as the ability to prevent, resist, absorb, adapt, respond and recover positively when faced with a wide 
range of risks. Under Objective 2, IOM will focus on overcoming obstacles to integration by working to reduce access barriers 
to health, education and decent work, while protecting and advancing migrant rights, including labor rights. Recognizing that 
the challenges of migration often fall on communities that lack the resources to resolve them, IOM will work with local 
authorities and actors to develop solutions that strengthen communities holistically. IOM will apply a conflict-sensitive lens to 
this work and orient its development efforts to promote peaceful, cohesive communities in furtherance of the humanitarian-
development-peace nexus (HDPN). Finally, in view of the existing and foreseen impacts of climate change, IOM will study the 
interaction between climate change, environmental degradation, disasters and human mobility in Costa Rica, and increase 
resilience to related risks. 

GCM 

2. Adverse Drivers

6. Decent work 

15. Basic services

16. Inclusion and social cohesion

IOM REGIONAL PRIORITIES 

4. Adaptation to disasters and climate change 

6. Accessible and equitable quality health

7. Respect, protection, and fulfillment of rights

UNSDCF

1.1. Empowerment

1.2. Women, girls and youths

1.3. Protecting human mobility

2.1. Efficient and quality services

3.2. Economic inclusion

4.1. Disaster risk reduction

4.2. Climate adaptation and mitigation

Integration of migrants is deepened through improved access 
to basic services and livelihoods

• Lower barriers to access for health and education 
services, including at the post-secondary level

• In partnership with private sector and local actors, 
develop livelihood opportunities that benefit 
migrants and host communities 

• Develop successful models for migrant livelihoods 
including small-business support, vocational training 
and job placement services

The rights of migrants living in Costa Rica, including their 
security, dignity and labor rights, are advanced 

• Disseminate information on migrants’ rights, regularization 
processes and services to migrants, civil servants who 
work with migrants, employers and society at large

• Strengthen institutional capacities to prevent violence, 
including sexual and gender-based violence, and assist 
survivors among migrant and host populations 

• Increase understanding and compliance with ethical 
recruitment principles among employers who engage 
migrant labor

Local actors and communities have a stronger capacity to manage migration to the benefit of host and migrant 
populations 

• Reinforce governmental capacities to address the positive and negative impacts of migration on receiving 
communities

The resilience objective contributes to:

14 IOM COSTA RICA



OBJECTIVE 2: 
MOBILITY  

Migrants, their countries of origin, and Costa Rica benefit from safe, orderly, and 
regular human mobility.

Recognizing regularization as an essential step toward 
migrant integration and protection, IOM is committed 
to working with government partners to innovate, 
accelerate and expand access to regular pathways. Under 
this mobility objective, IOM also aims to leverage the 
benefits of labor migration for migrants and Costa Rica as 
a whole, recalling that many economic sectors rely heavily 
on migrant labor. Responding to concerns regarding its 
porous borders and cross-border crimes, IOM also aims 
to contribute to Costa Rican efforts to enhance border 
management in ways that integrate security, protection 
and development aims. 

Access to regular migration pathways is increased

• Make information and guidance accessible to 
migrants and civil servants who interact with them 
on procedures and requirements for regularization, 
addressing potential technological and language barriers

• Support the Costa Rican government to 
decentralize regularization processes, for example 
through service centers in the territories including 

GCM 
3. Information

5. Regular pathways

9. 10. Response to smuggling ad trafficking

11. Border management 

18. Skills recognition

IOM REGIONAL PRIORITIES 
8. Registering and regularizing

9. Flexible and innovative mobility

UNSDCF

1.3. Protecting human mobility

3.1. Decent work and economic growth

3.3. Innovation and competitiveness

4.3. Response to global context

• Provide resources and capacity-building support to civil society organizations, grassroots groups and local leaders 
(women and men) to advance local solutions and harness migrant contributions 

• Address host community and migrants’ collective needs through area-based and community-led initiatives in ways 
that foster social inclusion 

Risks of displacement linked to climate change, environmental degradation and disasters are identified and responses 
are developed

• Increase understanding and awareness of the interaction between climate change and human mobility, consistent 
with IOM’s Institutional Strategy on Migration, Environment and Climate Change

• Support the Government of Costa Rica to develop policies, strategies and programmes that address the linkages 
between climate change and human mobility

• Develop adaptation and mitigation measures in areas with highest risks for climate-induced migration  

This objective is aligned to:
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IOM-sponsored Municipal Centers for Migrants

• Facilitate digital solutions to streamline regularization processes while ensuring that mobile populations have 
digital access  

• Assist migrants to meet the requirements of regularization, including through innovative approaches to cover the 
costs and linkages to consular services to meet documentation needs 

Labor migration is managed to optimize benefits for migrants and their contributions to development

• Identify labor market needs, facilitate skills development where needed, and support skills-matching schemes that 
benefit migrant women and men as well as employers (with government partners)

• Facilitate recognition of migrant credentials and their acceptance within regulated fields (with government and 
private sector partners) 

• Expand and replicate the System for Labor Migration Traceability (SITLAM) to additional sectors that rely on 
migrant labor 

The Costa Rican government has an increased capacity to facilitate regular migration and prevent transnational crimes 
at its borders

• Contribute to government efforts to reinforce border management and state presence in border areas, including 
through infrastructure improvements, information systems, and community policing, in line with the IOM 
Immigration and Border Governance Strategy for the Americas

• Strengthen institutional capacities, including those of Costa Rica’s migration and border police, to prevent and 
prosecute trafficking in persons, migrant smuggling and other transnational crimes in line with protection principles 

OBJECTIVE 3: 
GOVERNANCE  
Migration governance in Costa Rica is supported by a Whole-of-Government 
and Whole-of-Society approach

Costa Rica is recognized internationally for its progressive and protective migration policies. IOM stands ready to 
support the Government of Costa Rica to revise policies that lapse this year and to ensure that its robust policy 
framework is operationalized country-wide. To ensure policies and decisions are based on evidence, IOM will continue 
to prioritize the production, analysis and dissemination of high-quality data; this includes supporting the country’s 
implementation of the GCM through the UN Network on Migration. 

Moreover, and given that Costa Rica’s migration challenges are largely shaped by dynamics outside its borders, IOM will 
support governmental efforts on binational and regional coordination if requested. Finally, noting that recent migration 
dynamics may be testing societal acceptance, IOM will act to counter negative perceptions on migration with positive 
narratives grounded in fact. These efforts are complementary to IOM’s activities fostering social cohesion at the local 
level in combating xenophobia.

16 IOM COSTA RICA

COSTA RICA STRATEGIC PLAN: 2022



IOM’S 800-VENEZUELA PROJECT DISTRIBUTES BASIC-NEEDS 
KITS FOR VENEZUELAN MIGRANTS IN TRANSIT THROUGH THE 
COUNTRY. © IOM

Objective 3 aligns with: National migration policies are adapted and 
operationalized to address the emerging context through 
enhanced coordination within Costa Rica 

• Provide policy and strategic guidance and support on 
migration issues, at the request of national and local 
government partners

• Invest in institutional capacities and practical 
solutions to ensure policies are operational and 
accessible nationwide

• Support Costa Rica’s continuing implementation of 
the GCM through the United Nations Network on 
Migration

• Facilitate opportunities for dialogue, information 
exchange and collaboration among institutions, levels 
of government, civil society and the private sector 

• Strengthen Costa Rica’s participation in binational 
and multinational migration forums

Migration actors in Costa Rica rely on high-quality data 
and analysis to make policies and decisions 

• Continue to collect, report, analyse and share data 
to inform policies, guidance and programming, in line 
with the IOM Migration Data Strategy

• Expand Displacement Tracking Matrix operations 
and build a body of evidence related to migration 
flows and needs, taking account of national origin, 
gender, age, ethnicity, location and other diversities 

• Build governmental capacities for data production, 
analysis and reporting

• Promote cross-border and regional coordination on 
data protection and sharing, as well as exchange of 
good practices 

Positive attitudes, perceptions and behaviors toward 
migrants are reinforced

• Counter false and negative narratives on migration 
and migrants with truthful information

• Encourage mutual understanding, solidarity, and 
acceptance between migrants and host communities

GCM 

1. Data

17. Eliminate discrimination

23. International cooperation and partnerships

IOM REGIONAL PRIORITIES 

11. Coordinate UN engagement on migration

14. Enhancing governmental data capacities

UNSDCF

1.1. Empowerment

1.3. Protecting human mobility

2.1 Efficient and quality services

4.3. Response to global context
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NGÄBE-BUGLÉ MIGRANTS FOLLOWING COVID-19 SAFETY NORMS AT COSTA RICA’S SOUTHERN BORDER. © IOM 2022

OBJECTIVE 4: 
HUMANITARIAN ASSISTANCE 
AND PROTECTION

In line with its Principles for Humanitarian Action, IOM is committed to coordinating intersectoral responses and 
meeting the humanitarian and protection needs of migrants and other populations in vulnerable situations. A population 
of special concern are those migrants who enter Costa Rica from Panama on trajectories to North America: many 
arrive with acute needs for humanitarian assistance and protection. In line with the HDPN, IOM will pursue close 
coordination with national and international partners, seek to reinforce local capacities and invest in understanding and 
reducing vulnerabilities. 

Humanitarian assistance and protection saves lives and responds to the needs of 
migrants in vulnerable situations, including those in transit

Urgent needs of migrants in transit and other crisis-
affected populations are addressed through joint action

• Reinforce capacities of national and local actors to 
prepare for and respond to the basic needs of migrants

• Coordinate timely and comprehensive responses with 
the United Nations and with other partners 

• Provide direct humanitarian aid when necessary 

• Increase availability of mental health and psychosocial 
services to people on the move

Migrant vulnerabilities are understood and reduced

• Increase understanding and awareness of the 
vulnerabilities experienced by migrants, based on 
their diverse identities and circumstances

• Reduce vulnerabilities by providing information, 
referrals and targeted assistance, while working with 
partners to enhance protection systems

GCM 

7. Reduce vulnerabilities 

8. Save lives

IOM REGIONAL PRIORITIES 

6. Accessible and quality health 

7. Enhance respect, protection, and fulfilment 
of the rights.

UNSDCF

1.1. Empowerment

1.2. Women, girls and youths

1.3. Protecting human mobility

2.1. Efficient and quality services

4.3. Response to global context

Objective 4 harmonizes with:

• Strengthen inter-sectoral protection mechanisms for 
migrants in transit to prevent and respond to violence, 
exploitation and abuse 
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3.2.1. Accountability to affected populations

Consistent with IOM’s Accountability to Affected Populations Framework (AAP), IOM Costa 
Rica adheres to institutional accountability commitments, including two-way communication 
with affected people and their involvement through the project cycle, enabling communities 
to provide complaints and feedback, coordinating with United Nations and other partners, 
and enforcing zero-tolerance against sexual exploitation and abuse. 

3.2.2. Targeted approaches and diversity inclusion

This Strategy reflects IOM’s understanding that experiences, needs and priorities vary across 
and within specific groups in Costa Rica. A partial list of particular groups and circumstances 
is provided here to illustrate the need for sensitivity to diversity. Migrants coming from 
Africa, Asia and the Middle East are often challenged by cultural and language differences and 
may be vulnerable to trafficking and smuggling. Note also that Afro-descendants residing in 
Costa Rica, some of whom retain strong cultural and identity ties to countries of origin, also 
experience discrimination and structural disadvantages. Indigenous Peoples residing on both 
sides of Costa Rica’s borders have a transnational status that is protected by law; however, 
indigenous agricultural workers suffer violations of labor rights and inadequate working 
conditions on some farms. The LGBTQI+ population has been a target of discrimination, 
xenophobia and hate speech, and faces heightened risks of violence and marginalization. 
People living with disabilities, which may represent 18% of this population,  confront obstacles 
to integration in multiple spheres. Women also face systemic disadvantage: they are half as 
likely as migrant men to benefit from health insurance,  and women and girls face heightened 
risks of sex trafficking. Migration plays particular roles for women that should be taken into 
account: for example, labor migration can empower women within their communities and 
homes, and some women seek humanitarian protection in Costa Rica to escape GBV in their 
countries of origin. Children often lack documentation, and Costa Rica is likely seeing a rise in 
the number of unaccompanied and separated minors. Finally, youths seeking to restart their 
post-secondary education after arriving in Costa Rica have reported difficulties, especially 
Nicaraguan youths whose academic records are unavailable.   

3.2. CROSS-CUTTING THEMES

3.2.3. Humanitarian-development-peace nexus

The Nexus approach requires strengthening collaboration, coherence and complementarity 
across humanitarian, development and peace spheres to reduce vulnerabilities while also 
addressing structural challenges. This Strategy seeks to leverage the HDPN by: (a) acting with 
conflict sensitivity and attuned to the risk that assistance targeting migrants may generate 
resentment and hamper acceptance, (b) committing to joint analysis, planning and action, (c) 
providing data to support the work of partners, (d) investing in local capacities to respond 
to the needs and priorities of communities, and (e) addressing structural drivers including 
climate change and environmental degradation. 
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3.2.5. Environmental sustainability

IOM Costa Rica recognizes that climate change and environmental degradation are present 
realities in Costa Rica that will generate migration pressures in the coming years. IOM is 
committed to mainstreaming environmental sustainability throughout its programming and 
decision-making.

3.2.4. Protection

IOM plans to advance protection, through activities including promoting regularization; 
providing humanitarian protection; combating trafficking and smuggling; reducing risks of 
violence, including GBV, abuse and exploitation; and ensuring ethical recruitment of labor 
migrants; among others. At the same time, IOM is committed to mainstreaming protection 
in all programming by acting with conflict sensitivity, prioritizing safety, ensuring access to 
all, and implementing the AAP framework. IOM will continue to build its competencies to 
identify and respond to protection risks through staff training, guidance materials, referral 
mechanisms and partnerships.

3.3. PARTNERSHIPS AND COORDINATION

Government of Costa Rica

IOM will continue to build on its excellent and longstanding partnership with the Government of Costa Rica, including 
with the Directorate General of Migration and Foreigners, line ministries for foreign affairs, the interior, health, education, 
labor, security, and agriculture, as well as the Social Security Fund. Recognizing the need for whole-of-government solutions 
to migration challenges, IOM will seek to reinforce partnerships with other State actors, including local governments, line 
ministries for public affairs, national planning, and environment and energy, as well as with specialized agencies for statistics, 
women, childhood, social welfare as well as sports and recreation.

United Nations

IOM Costa Rica’s partnerships within the United Nations have deepened since IOM became part of the United Nations 
System in 2016. Together with the Resident Coordinator’s Office, IOM, as co-coordinator of the UN Network on 
Migration will mobilize partner agencies to strengthen collaboration on migration issues and the coherence of related 
programming. Further, IOM will continue to participate actively in interagency analysis, planning and implementation 
in diverse areas. IOM will continue to coordinate closely with the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
to analyse, plan and develop programming that impacts on migrants and refugees, as well as to jointly support the 
Government of Costa Rica on related policies.  

International community 

IOM Costa Rica values the substantial and sustained support from multi-lateral and bilateral donors. IOM will maintain 
existing partnerships, while reaching out to other diplomatic missions and development agencies in Costa Rica. IOM 
recognizes that partnerships within the international community are essential to mobilize resources for its programmes, 
but also to exchange perspectives and information and advocate for consular support to migrants.

Civil society and community organizations

To achieve the objectives set forth above, IOM will strengthen relationships through dialogue and joint programming 
with civil society and help build local capacities, including with non-governmental organizations, community development 
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4. INSTITUTIONAL DEVELOPMENT

LAUNCH OF THE “UPDATED PAPERS” CAMPAIGN. © IOM 2022

associations, other grassroots groups, including women’s 
and youth groups, academia and the media. IOM will also 
engage with Costa Rican diaspora groups to explore their 
potential contributions to sustainable development in 
Costa Rica. 

Private sector

This Strategy also identifies important roles for the private 
sector in labor migration, integration and innovation 
and public-private sector partnerships. To achieve this 
Strategy’s objectives, IOM will reach out to private sector 
actors, including employers, cooperatives, chambers of 
commerce and professional associations.

4.1. SHIFT FOCUS TOWARDS COMPREHENSIVE AND LONG-TERM APPROACHES
It is clear that IOM’s budget relies largely on project funding and these projects have different budgets and 
timeframes. This has presented challenges to establishing mission-wide priorities, ensuring funding stability and 
fostering collaboration between staff of different projects. IOM will take steps to consolidate its portfolio around 
the strategic objectives set out in this strategy. Internally, the mission will improve channels to share resources and 
promote a culture of information exchange, resources sharing (including with specialized staff and between project 
teams). Meanwhile, with donors, IOM will also discuss possibilities to mobilize resources for multi-year programming 
around high-level objectives.

4.2. REINFORCE COMPETENCIES TO PROVIDE EXPERT, NUANCED AND EVIDENCE-BASED GUIDANCE
IOM’s United Nations and government partners seek out IOM for its expertise in migration issues to address both 
structural and immediate issues. Under the same constraints of “projectization” mentioned above, IOM Costa Rica will 
reinforce its in-house capacities to act as a reference on migration. This could include increased staff training, research 
with Costa Rican universities, and think tanks, as well as exchanges with thematic experts from its Geneva headquarters 
and regional office in San Jose. IOM Costa Rica’s “E-Campus” can generate learning materials to support internal and 
external training. IOM will also seek donor support to fund long-term staff positions for experts in different areas of 
migration and develop country-specific guidance.  

4.3. GEOGRAPHIC PRESENCE AND LOCAL FOCUS
IOM intends to establish a stronger field presence outside the country´s capital in San José. To that end, IOM aims 
to reinforce and expand centers located near migrant and host communities, such as IOM’s Municipal Centers for 
Migrants. IOM will also facilitate joint and localized planning and programming with United Nations partners. As 
described in Section 2, the impacts of migration vary across Costa Rica’s cantons, municipalities and towns. IOM is 
committed to empowering local authorities and leaders as key partners to address localized challenges and leverage 
mobility’s contributions to sustainable development to benefit migrants and host communities. 

4.4. STRENGTHEN MONITORING AND EVALUATION (M&E) PRACTICES
IOM Costa Rica will invest in mission-wide M&E capacities, with dedicated human resources and training, and will take 
full advantage of IOM’s global resources, including its Strategic Results Framework. Linked to the above goal above to 
consolidate programming in strategic ways, IOM will ensure that different projects measure their progress and impacts 
against unified or compatible indicators when feasible. 
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COMMUNICATION FOR DEVELOPMENT (C4D): LAUNCH OF THE “PAPELES AL DÍA” (UPDATED PAPERS) CAMPAIGN. © IOM 2022

5. THE WAY FORWARD

Over the next five years (2022-2026), IOM aims to contribute to measurable improvements in regularization, integration, 
and protection outcomes, while supporting the Government of Costa Rica to leverage its strengths as a receiving country 
and make the most of contributions that migrants offer to economic, social and cultural life. Costa Rica remains a bastion 
of stability and peace in the region, with exemplary migration policies and laws, a tradition of solidarity and a commitment 
to regional collaboration. At the same time, rapidly increasing migration flows, combined with the economic difficulties and 
consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic, present challenges to the country and migrants. 

Responding to these opportunities and challenges, IOM will work with its partners to pursue twelve outcomes under 
four strategic objectives, linked to mobility, resilience, humanitarian assistance and protection, and governance. IOM 
will be guided by cross-cutting principles relating to gender, age and other diversities, accountability, coherence across 
humanitarian, development and peace pillars, protection and environmental sustainability. While this Strategy has a five-
year timeframe, IOM will develop annual workplans to advance towards strategic priorities as well as an M&E framework 
to measure results. Periodically, IOM will review the Strategy and adapt as necessary to reflect new circumstances and 
migration dynamics.  
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