The Solution Lies Elsewhere – Halfway Cities

Now that the Government is paying attention to urban development, and new resources have been allotted to solving part of the backlog of problems, it is important to reflect on whether it is sensible to invest all those resources in the Great Metropolitan Area (GMA). The initial response would be “by all means,” if we let ourselves be impressed by the scope of the demand. Nonetheless, the greater the investment in the GMA, the higher the population density will be, the greater the demand for services, and as a result, larger and more complex problems will arise, with the ensuing deterioration in living conditions.
San José has expanded excessively and national investments have concentrated there. Population has also flocked to San José, since this is where job opportunities lie, as well as education, housing, health care, cultural and entertainment activities.

In the course of the years, the country has become macroencephalic, with urban problems that are increasingly difficult and costly to solve. We have run into a vicious circle, since the greater the investment, the more population is attracted, with the consequent collapse in services and infrastructure. Not even wealthy nations, with gargantuan investments in infrastructure, have been able to handle the issue of macroencephalia – they have also fallen into this vicious circle.

My suggestion is to divert part of the next investments to be made in the GMA to the halfway cities, aimed at endowing these with education, jobs, housing, health care, culture, commerce, and entertainment, so that their inhabitants won’t feel the need to travel to the Central Valley. If this national planning strategy is handled intelligently, I wouldn’t be surprised if a considerable part of the population decides to move to these halfway cities, where it can enjoy better living conditions, if compared to the stressful and hectic lifestyle of the GMA.

This strategy has proven fruitful in countries where timely action has been taken. Those countries that have failed to act, have capital cities that suffer dire consequences.

Let us focus on pollution, traffic congestion, and insecurity in Mexico City; Santiago, Chile; Caracas, Cairo, Egypt; Lagos, Nigeria, followed by a lengthy etcetera. Some examples of success are Germany, and in certain measure, Italy and Canada, followed by a brief etcetera. However, this should not discourage us, since Costa Rica –given its geography, size, and population– can be deconcentrated and balanced. Already there are sound examples in education and health.

There are some halfway cities that have already benefited from important investments, both from the state and private sectors, as in the case of Liberia, San Carlos, San Isidro del General, and many others can follow suit. In the case of Guápiles, a gigantic heavy industry has created job opportunities for workers, technicians, and high-level administrative personnel, many of whom reside in the Central Valley. These investments are advantageous and can be made use of by city planners to strengthen the halfway cities, creating broader opportunities in benefit of the entire family and, in turn, reduce travel and separation of family members. One must reinforce these, for example, with a better and more varied scope of services to create a network of urban centers with suitable living conditions.

This should not be construed as abandoning the investment in the GMA. Quite on the contrary, both should be broached simultaneously.

Joint action between the central government, municipalities, and the private sector is fundamental. San José should prepare itself to compete with the other large cities in the region in attracting foreign investment, since one of the factors assessed prior to investing is the level of living conditions offered by cities. San Salvador, and particularly Panama City, have undertaken enormous efforts in this direction, and today appear as excellent alternatives.

To bring San José back into the competition and return its attractiveness, I believe it is important to implement an incentive plan aimed at integrally strengthening and developing the halfway cities, without abandoning San José. This would result in a more balanced development throughout the country, while alleviating the stifling pressure –which currently appears unstoppable– on the Central Valley.
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