
Projects for Salvadorean Refugees in Costa Rica?

Resettlement of refugees in developing
countries is a complex matter. Can Third
V/orld countries provide a viable solution
to refugee problems? From the point of
view of moral responsibilities, Third World
countries' governments face a dilemma. On
the one hand, these governments are

responsible for their o'wn unemployed and

under-employed. Offering eronomic
support ùo refugees may mean denying it to
needy nationals. Jobs taken up by refugees

may mean more unemployment among the
local population. On the other hand, by
accepting refugees, governments thus
assume responsibilities for the refugees'
well-being. This sense of moral duty is
also backed by the international law which
receiving countries subscribe to once they
sign the 1951 Convention and the 1967
Protocol on refugees.

The "durable solutions" approach was

adopted as an answer to this dilemma.
"Durable solutions" are measures taken
towards the systematic and organized
creation of productive activities which
ensure that the refugees become
economically selËsufficient, whether
individually or collectively. More
specifically, they are small businesses,
artisanal or industrial shops and medium-
size farming projects. A UNHCR document
outlines the advaniages of the approach:

. Self-sufficiency projects are the ultimate
aim of UNHCR as they allow the refugees
ûo become independent of emergency
assitauce and be productively integrated in
the receiving community.
. In the under-developed countries with
serious unemployment problems, self-
sufficiency projects offer the best

alternative for the refugees' work problem-
. For the receiving country, these durable
solutions are a contribution to the national
economy, particularly the projects which
include both nationals and refugees.
. Every durable solution is at the same time
a very fruitful experience for the refugee
which will become an asset when the
conditions in his counûry of origin permit
his return.

The "durable solutions" approach was

applied to Salvadorean refugees in Costa

Rica.

How Durable Are the "Durable Solutions"

by Tanya Basok

Projects for Salvadorean Refugees
in Costa Rica: A Background

The influx of Salvadorean refugees to Costa
Rica started in 1980 with 200 peasants

occupying the Costa Rican Embassy in San

Salvador. These refugees were originally
settled on El Murciélago farrrl in the north
of Costa Rica, and then moved t0 what
became known as the lns Angeles project.
Refugee movement was a response to
conditions of civil war and associated
political repression and violence aimed
especially at the civilian population.
Between April 1980 and January 1982 (the
wors[ years of the civil war), over 30,000
deaths were reported. It was estimated that
500,000 refugees had left El Salvador
before 1982 tro go tro other Central
American countries, Mexico and the United
Staæs.

Between 1980 and 1983, an average of
9,000 Salvadoreans per year arrived in
Costa Rica through legal and illegal
channels; 30,000 of them stayed there.
Only 10,000, however, had legal status and

as such were attended by the UNHCR. In
1983, the influx of Salvadorean refugees to
Costa Rica stopped as a result of the
government's imposition of strict
requirements on those wishing ûo come ûo

Costa Rica as tourists (this is a usual
avenue for refugee claimants).

Although by 1977 Costa Rica had signed
the 1951 UN Convention and the 1967
Protocol on refugees, it was not until
October 1980 that a law, defining criteria
for refugee status, w:ts produced and put
into practice. According to this law, a

refugee claimant had to demonstrate proof
of being persecuted for reasons of tace,
religion, nationality or belonging to a

certain political or social group, Prior to
1980, refugeæs recognized by the UNHCR
had been subject to labour legislation for
foreigners in general which allowed them
to work as long as they did not replace
national labour. In 1980, when refugees
became legally recognizd, their
participation in the labour market became
limited to incorporation into projecb
financed by the UNHCR. A memorandum
of rhe UNHCR slates:

In principle Costa Rica established that a refu-
gee lns rc right to work This, however, has not
been interpreted as an absolute protribition on

the part of national authorities, but rather as a
protection measure for the national labour force.

Refugees were allowed to work only in self-
sufficient businesses financed by the
UNHCR and approved by the National
Commission for Refugees. The
Episcopalian Church of Costa Rica was the
first national non-governmental agency to
become involved in resettlemen[ of
Salvadorean refugees. Later, ol.her

voluntary agencies, such as the Costa
Rican Red Cross, Caritas, YMCA and OARS
(Office of Refugee Orientation and Social
Assistance), started developing and

implementing projects. In December 1980,

CONAPARE (National Commission for
Refugees) assumed the function of
"establishing policies necessary for the
development of programmes and projects
related to refugees which would have to be

followed by state institutions as well as

non-government sectors participating in
this field". All projects designed by
voluntary agencies were required to gct
approval from CONAPARE for
implementation.

A great number of Salvadoreans became
integrated into these projects. In 1984, for
instance, Caritas was administering 50
projects with 519 beneficiaries, 300 of
whom were Salvadoreans. The YMCA was
managing two urban projects with 20
members. The Episcopalian Church was in
charge of 25, mainly agricultural and dairy,
projects with 600 recipients, 550 of whom
were Salvadoreans. And OARS was

administering 43 projects which involved
4,000 refugees, 3,950 of whom rvere

Salvadoreans. In 1984, the UNHCR
provided $1,579,000 in support of these

projects. Apart from the UNHCR, other
international agencies, such as Swedish

Free Church Aid, Church \frIorld Scrvice,

latin American Project Council and Bread

for Peace, offered their assistance.

Why Do Most Projects Fail?

Although signilïcant funds urd efforts were

employed for these so-called "durable



solutions" projects, nmst of them did not
prcve to be very "durable". A study
undertaken by CONAPARE in 1983
demonstrated that out of 145 projects
registered at this agency, 22 (LS.I7Vo) had
failed,22 (l1.l7Vo) were in "irregular"
conditions, 30 (20.69Vo) were inactivel and
7I (4857Vo) were active. Among the
active projects only 17 (or t3.LVo of all
the projects) had become self-sufficienl
The study also showed that the highest
survival rate was found in agriculhrral
activities: 17 of the 2l agricultural projects
were active. The highest failure rate \ryas

found among mechanical, metallurgical,
painting and other types of urban
workshops: out of 12 workshops, 4 had
failed, in comparison with 1 failure in
agriculture. In 1983, Caritas of Costa Rica
reported that out of 82 projects
implemented by them 69Vo had failed. As
can be seen, not ûoo many projects had
been successful. \Mhat then are the causes

of their failure?

Three sets of causes can be identified.
They relate to: 1) refugees; 2)
implementing agencies; and/or 3) the Costa
Rican governmenl

The refugees are often blamed by the
implementing agencies' representatives and
govemment officials for the failure of the
projects. It is argued by them that the
Salvadorean refugees in Costa Rica are of
peasant origin, that they have worked only
as wage-labourers and never have had
business management experience, that they
lack technical skills, that they are
individualistic and therefore resist working
in cooperative projects, that they do not
get along with each other, that they are
"irresponsible" and that they desert
projects to go to third countries or back to
El Salvador.

As indicated in a recent study by Luis
Carballo, only I8.2Vo of a sample of
Salvadorean refugees residing in Costa Rica
used to work in agriculture, oyer one-quarûer
of the Salvadoreans in this sarrple had
been self-employed, 5.8Vo had been

employees, 8.4Vo worked in family
businesses and 38% used to be salaried
workers in their country of origin. In
other words, almost one-third of the
Salvadorean population in Costa Rica does

have some skills necessary for managing

an enterprise. As far as technical skills are

concerned, it is tnre that often refugees
were forced into occupations in which they
had no previous experience. \ù/hy this
occurred is explained later in the article. A
new approach taken by the agencies wils to
make training in both technical skills and
administration an integral part of project
implerentation.

The individualistic attitude of Salvadorean
refugees is questionable. It should be

remembered that many refugees come from
areas in El Salvador where "comunidades de

base" or grass-root Christian çsmmunities
organized into agricultural cooperatives
\ryere being formed since the early 1970s.
One can also mention the success of
Salvadorean rural cooperatives in
Nicaragua.

The decision to migrate to a third country
or to return to El Salvador can be regarded
as a direct result of the near-impossibility
for Salvadorean refugees of finding decent
living conditions in Costa Rica. Thus it
may be argued that refugees deserted the
projects because they did not flnd them
viable and not vice versa.

The high failure rate of refugee projects can
also be explained by the mistakes
comrdtted by the implementing agencies.
Two causal factors can be identified: first,
mismanagement of the projects; and
second, paternalistic treatment of the
refugees by the implementing agencies.
Projects ryvere ofæn implemented without
prior analysis of the climatic, markeÇ soil
and other conditions. Out-dated technology
contributing to low productivity \ryas pur-
chased. Technical expertise on hybrids,
fertilizers and pesticides was not always
available to project members. As for the
problem of paternalistic heatment, refugees
integrated into the projects often com-
plained of being totally controlled by the
representatives of the agencies. This led to
a feeling of dependency and loss of
motivation by the beneficiaries.

Finally, some of these failures can be
attributed to policies adopted by the Costa
Rican govemmenl As it was mentioned
earlier, CONAPARE is in charge of
selecting projects to be implemented. The
following criteria are used by the agency:

1. Projects are not to displace the national
labour force, nor create immediate
competition with established businesses;

2. Projects are to help bring foreign

4. Projects ue ûo employ national rather

than imported primary resources;

5. Projects are ûo take advantage of manual,

cultural and folkloric skills of the
beneficiaries; and
6. Projects are to support the tendency of
decentralization by being located outside
the metropolitan area of San Jose.

Some of these criteria are problematic.
Given the projects' low capital investmenf
they could only present competition to the
local informal sector. It seens that in
trying to protect the latter, the government
authorized those projects which were in a

disadvantageous position vis-a-vis the
local large capitalist sector.

If one examines the lists of agricultural
projects implemented by various agencies,
one can see that most of them are cattle-
raising. At the same time, cattle-raising is
the most concentrated and competitive
agricultural business in Costa Rica. In the
last 25 yeirs, cattle-raising experienced
considerable growth. While in 1955, land
under pasture constituted 39Vo of the
agricultural area, in L973 it was 50Vo. The
number of cattle head grew 25 times in that
period. In 1973 cattle-raising farms under
20 hectares constituted SlVo of all agricul-
tural farms and occupied 6Vo of the land,
while farms of 1,000 hectares or more,
which constituted 0.7Vo of the farms
occupied 237o of the land. In the last
several years land under cattle has been
getting more and more concentrated. For
small, newly formed projects it is
extremely difficult to compete with large
cattle-raising farms.

The last criterion is also unfavourable to
refugees. Many of the implemented pro-
jects are non-agricultural. Marketing con-
ditions for goods and services provided by
them are much better in the Central Valley
region where about three-quarters of the
local population resides. Some projects,
being located far away from markets, suffer
high transportation costs.

I hojects in "irregular conditions" are

those on which the egency has no
information, and inactive projects are those

which are in the process of implementation
or restucturing and have not yet started or
renewed activities.

local labour.

curency to the country; One CONAPARE
3. Projects ue to contribute to import members prefered
substitution; just before they

And finally, the lirst criterion, which -'

imposes strict selection procedures, often ,,

skills. Rather than allowing refugees tû';
choose the occupations of their liking and:

in which they have had experieûGe"i:

CONAPARE forces them into thos
workshops which will present no danger tqiî

study states that ma$/.;

to abandon the projec$j
reached self-sufficiencj*::



This occured because the salaries they

expected to receive from these projects
were lower than the UNHCR assistance

offered to them until the project reached
self-sufficiency. It is this seemingly
rational behaviour of refugees that the
CONAPARE study coined "irresponsible"
(see above). It is ofæn argued that
prolonged emergency assistance by the
UNHCR creates a "dependent" population
unwilling to work.

Presently, this "probled' no longer exists
since UNHCR emergency assistance was

discontinued to all Salvadorean refugees in
Costa Rica in December 1985. There is a

greater incentive for the refugees to stay in
the projects. On the other hand, the burden
of providing subsistence to the project
beneficiaries has shifæd entirely to
implementing agencies. The latter are

required to offer more financial assistance

per project and this results in the decline in
the number of businesses these agencies
are capable of implementing. For instance,
the number of projects administered by the
Episcopalian Church has decreased from 18

ta 7 in the last year.

While the UNHCR solved the problem of a

"dependent population", the Costa Rican
government is not absorbing those
"independent" wage-labourers who are not
integrated into projects. In September
1984, a law allowing Salvadorean refugees
to work was passed. However, it does not
mean that a refugee can apply for the job
of his choice. Instead, he has to find a

job, get a letter from his employer and
then apply for a permit t0 PRIMAS
(Programa para Refugiados del Instituto
Mixto de Ayuda Social). He then has to
wait three to four months to get his
application approved.

This orocedure is in accordance with the
Costa' Rican policy of protecting the
national labour force. According to the
Labour Code of the country, a firm is to
employ workers at least 90Vo of whom
should be Costa Rican, who should receive
at least 85Vo of the salaries. Thus, before
granting a permit for work to an applicanÇ

PRIMAS officials make sure that these
conditions are observed. Of course, no
employer is willing to wait for three or
four months for a potential worker to get a
permit. Given that a permit is ofæn
denied, a refugee loses three or four months
awaiting a permit and not looking for any

other job.

Why does the Costa Rican government fail
to fulfil its responsibilities towards
Salvadorean refugees? Certain justifications

can bc provided. Starting in 1979, the

economic crisis in Costa Rica became

evident. Between the beginning of 1980

and March 1982, the number of openly
unemployed people more than doubled: it
rose from 35,00 to 79,000 people. \ilhile
in 1980 only SVo of the population of the

country was unemployed, by 1983 the

unemployment rate had reached 8.9Vo.

While in July 1979, 246,A00 people faced

employment problems, by 1982 the

number had risen ûo 48 1,000. The crisis
hit the urban labour force relatively harder.
In July 1983, the open unemployment rate
in rural areas was 8.3Vo ffid, in urban areas,

L2.2Vo. Salaried workers were the major
victims of unemployment as SIVo of those
who lost their jobs in 1980-82 were in that
category. Given the growing unemploy-
ment in Costa Rica, it is clear that refugees
are in direct competition for jobs with the
local labour force.

In sum, most of the "durable solutions"
projects for Salvadorean refugees in Costa
Rica have failed. Some causes have to do
with the refugees' lack of technical and
administrative skills. These shortcomings
can be overcome by offering training
courses to project beneficiaries. Most
errors committed by the agencies have by
now been acknowledged by them and
agencies are adopting a more rational
research and planning approach to project
implementation.

The Costa Rican government, policy
towards economic integration of the
refugees presents more serious problems.
The government cannot open doors to
salaried jobs to refugees without
endangering the national labour force.
Therefore, while de j,t e refugees have a

right to work, de facto their access to jobs
is blocked by bureaucratic procedures. At
the same time, without UNHCR emergency
assistance, voluntary agencies can
implement a limit€d number of projects.

What is to be done with those refugees who
are neither incorporated into projects nor
allowed to work for wages? There are two
alternatives: directing more development
funds into the projects for Salvadorean
refugees in Costa Rica and/or increasing
immigration to third countries. Canadian
governmen[ and voluntary agencies can
play an important role in both solutions.

Tanya Basok, a doctoral candidate in
Sociology affiIiated with the Refugee
Docuntertation Project at York University,
ls presently in Costa Rica und,ertaking
research on the resettlern"ent of Salvadorean
refugees.

News Digest

. Historians, conflict, researchers as well as

specialists in public international law are
involved in a major refugee research project
launched by the Department of History,
University of Lund, Sweden. The focus of
the project is on the period 1943-1954.
Although the problem of uprooted Euro-
peans will be central to the study, the latter
will not be limited to Europe and will
analyse also U.S. refugee policy during this
period. For further information please con-
tact Professor Gôran Rystad, Department of
History, University of [lnd, Magle Lilla
Kyrkogata 9 A, 5-223 51 Lund, Sweden.

. For ten years Connexions has acted as a
nation-wide forum for the social change
community in Canada. It has no'w launched
the Connexions Directory of Carudian
Organizations To, Social Justice. The
Directory includes address and telephone

listings for over 1,500 groups working for
social change. It will be updated annually.
The Connsions Directory is available for
$17.95 from Connexions, 427 Bloor Street
West, Toronto, Ontario, Canada M5S l>(7,
Tel.: (416) 96G3903.

. The Center for Migration Studies is
publishing a special Spring issue of the
Interrntional Migration Raiarv focusing
on refugee assisûance and policy issues.
This special issue, with an introduction by
Dennis Gallagher of the Refugee Policy
Group, will contain an impressive collect-
ion of articles on the following topics:
refugee movements, asylum and protect-
ion, refugee issues in developing count-
ries, and adjustment and resettlement. To
order copies conûact CMS, 2W Flagg Pla-
ce, Staten Island, New York 10304, U.S.A.

. An annual publication of the [J.S.
Committee for Refugees, the World Refugee
Survq includes extensive country repoff,
statistics, a directory of agencies and
organizations working to meet refugees'
needs, and a bibliography. The 1985
Suntey includes contrasting views on U.S.
asylum policy, articles on the "land
Vietnamese" in Thailand, the situation of
refugees from Chad, the protection of
undocumented Salvadoreans in the United
Slates, a personal account of the refugee
situation in the Sudaq a look at the role of
black Americans in helping refugees, and
updates on refugee women and Soviet Jews.
Single copies of the Survey sell for
U.S.$6.00. All requests for surveys should
be sent, to Gary Young, U.S. Committee for
Refugees, Sl5 15th SL, N.W., Suite 610,
Washingbn, D.C. 20005, U.S.A.




