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I. Introduction

There are a number of intrinsic benefits for development associated with the advancement of information and communication technology (ICT).  Commerce, and electronic commerce in particular, is one area that benefits the most from these new communication tools. Indeed, the total volume of electronic commerce is growing dramatically and is expected to reach nearly US$2.5 trillion in 2004.
  Electronic commerce can be used to overcome comparative disadvantages resulting from geographical distance and obstacles, making it possible to, inter alia, gain access to international markets at substantially lower costs.  
The virtual marketplace enables developing countries to compete with developed countries on an even playing field and businesses to reap competitive advantages that are nonexistent in the physical world, with lower costs as one of the main benefits.  As a result, an increasingly greater number of businesses are setting up shop in the virtual marketplace and using the Internet for external communications. Small and medium enterprises (SMEs), which see the Internet as a means for gaining access to information and world markets at a dramatically reduced cost, are one of the groups that are benefiting the most.

This environment presents challenges, as well as opportunities, for all countries. Consequently, all countries, and especially developing countries, must intensify their efforts and properly prepare themselves to meet the challenges and take full advantage of the opportunities presented by electronic commerce. 

This paper will present some of the most important aspects of Costa Rica’s experience with electronic commerce and the knowledge that it has gained in the areas of infrastructure, governmental policy, globalization, and legal frameworks. The purpose of the paper is to contribute to the ongoing negotiations of the Free Trade Area of the Americas.

II.  Some relevant indicators for the development of electronic commerce

Costa Rica has been implementing a policy to promote the development of information technology, so as to extend the benefits associated with it to its population of slightly more than four million people. Hence, attempts are being made to ensure that there is widespread access to the Internet, so that benefits that derive directly from Internet access and those that derive from Internet-related activities, such as electronic commerce, are within the reach of most Costa Ricans. Some important indicators in Costa Rica for the development of this important tool are described below.

· Internet access and use

While efforts to increase coverage must continue, Internet service in Costa Rica has been experiencing significant growth. On a daily basis, Costa Ricans are seeing the benefits that Internet service offers; businesses and institutions have been developing more and more sites of national interest that encourage a greater number of people to use the Internet.  According to a national opinion poll conducted at the end of 2000,
 nearly 20 percent of Costa Ricans, or approximately 800,000 people, have used the Internet at least once. The same poll revealed that 21 percent of Costa Rican households have a computer and that home Internet use has increased significantly.  All in all, 32 percent of Costa Rican households have access to the Internet, whether at home, school, work, an Internet cafe, or a combination thereof. In other words, an average of 300,000 households in Costa Rica are familiar with and have used the Internet.


There are various types of Internet access services in Costa Rica (dial-up, dedicated line, cable modem, DSL, satellite, etc.), with telephony service being one of the most widespread.  Even though Costa Rica does not have an open telecommunications market, it does have one of the highest rates of telephone service coverage in Latin America.
 Nearly 95 percent of the population has access to a telephone. This high rate of coverage makes it easier to implement policies aimed at making the Internet accessible to the vast majority of the Costa Rican population.

In Costa Rica, almost all homes (96 percent) have electricity, a significant fact because research is being conducted to try to use the electricity grid as a way of connecting to the Internet.  Electricity could, therefore, become an important resource for increasing Internet coverage in the country. 

· Level of educational attainment
Education promotes and facilitates the use of information and communication technology, and consequently, affects the development of electronic commerce. Education has always been important in Costa Rican society, which is demonstrated by the fact that primary education has been free and obligatory for more than a century. 

Costa Rica has a 95.5 percent literacy rate,
 as well as high levels of educational attainment, with 80 percent of students completing basic secondary studies and 75.3 percent completing specialized secondary studies, including special educational programs with extensive computer science coverage.  In addition, half of all school-age students study English as a second language. There are numerous private universities and four public universities in Costa Rica, and a high quality of technical education.
 

· Importance of the technology sector

The technology sector is a cornerstone of Costa Rica’s economy.  While high-tech products made up only 1.2 percent of Costa Rica’s total exports in 1999, they made up nearly 30 percent in 2000.  Since 1998, the arrival of large firms with foreign capital in Costa Rica has led to exponential growth in exports of products made with significant technological inputs.  From 1995 to 2001, technology exports grew at an average annual rate of 130 percent.

In recent years, foreign direct investment has represented approximately five percent of Costa Rica’s gross domestic product.  Most of this investment has been made in the field of technology. This has had a resounding effect on Costa Rica’s economy, so much so that the largest export sector is now high technology. The second is tourism and the third is clothing and textiles.

Costa Rica’s economic development strategy is oriented towards the production of technology- and knowledge-intensive goods and services.  This helps create high rates of involvement in the use of information and communication technologies. The United Nation Development Programme’s 2000 Human Development Report, dedicated to making new technologies work for human development, placed Costa Rica in the “potential leader” category in technological innovation and achievement, the second of four categories identified in the study (leaders, potential leaders, dynamic adopters, marginalized). 

Moreover, Costa Rica is party to the WTO agreements on information technology products (known as ITA I and ITA II), and in accordance with these, grants and receives from contracting parties a tariff reduction to zero percent for a series of information technology products, as well as for a number of inputs used in the production thereof. 

III. Policies for promoting the Internet and electronic commerce

Based on the information technology development policy that it has been implementing over the past decade, the Costa Rican government has adopted a number of measures aimed at making Internet access universal and creating an information technology culture within the various sectors of the population.   These goals, in turn, are intended to create a more efficient State, by means of the Internet, which serves as a model user of information and communication technology.  This will help generate greater supply and demand in the use of electronic media, which will lead to a more favorable environment for the development of electronic commerce.

This policy is covered under what has been christened the “Digital Agenda,” which is focused on the following five areas of activity: (a) improving infrastructure; (b) making Internet access universal; (c) promoting a new economy; (d) advancing electronic government; and (e) modifying the legal framework.

1. Infrastructure


As is widely known, even when the potential to develop electronic commerce is high, some countries, nevertheless, face challenges that hinder its rapid growth, such as inadequate infrastructure, a low level of technological penetration, bandwidth scarcity, and limited consumer purchasing power.  

In the case of Costa Rica, major efforts are being undertaken in the area of telecommunications infrastructure to connect a wide range of users in the country, both with each other and with the rest of the world, as well as to increase Internet access. To this end, specific activities, in both the technological and legal realms, are being undertaken to modernize the sector. 
One of the major areas of activity has been to increase Internet service capacity (bandwidth) and reduce its cost, in a bid to create a top-notch infrastructure for the various types of Internet users in Costa Rica. In fact, the authorities have been working on a project entitled “Establishment of the Advanced Internet,” which, as described further on in the paper, is designed to meet this goal. 
Improving Costa Rica’s connectivity has been another major area of activity.  The Costa Rica Institute of Electricity (ICE) is the public institution responsible for providing and developing public telecommunications services.  As indicated earlier, nearly 95 percent of Costa Ricans have telephone service.   The Costa Rican Institute of Electricity, together with its subsidiary, Radiográfica Costarricense S.A. (RACSA), provides connectivity and Internet services in the various modalities through its telephony and fiber optic infrastructure. As a result of activities underway, cable television companies are now offering, through joint agreements with RACSA, commercial Internet service through their coaxial cable and fiber optics infrastructure.

In addition, fiber optic ring connections are being established throughout the country, and in 2001, the Maya 1 Submarine Cable and the ARCOS-1 cable system were laid in the Caribbean Sea, successfully linking Costa Rica with the rest of the world.  These fiber optic submarine cables have enabled Costa Rica to connect to international telecommunications networks, thereby improving the quality, cost, and bandwidth of communications, relative to those associated with the satellite services provided by the State-run company.  
a) Advanced Internet Initiative

The Advanced Internet Initiative is a program to establish an advanced network based on Internet protocols (IP), for the purpose of modernizing the national telecommunications system and integrating all voice, data, and image services.  The main goal of this project in not only to increase bandwidth coverage in Costa Rica, but also to lower the cost of Internet access for both business use and personal and academic use.  This is an attempt to ensure widespread access to the large communications networks and information exchange mechanisms and, therefore, simplify the daily lives of Costa Ricans, particularly those who live in rural areas, and provide the means for their participation in the new economy.

In order to advance this program, a combination of various technologies is being used, namely, fiber optic rings installed in the country, Synchronous Data Hierarchical (SDH) circuits, and the existing network of copper circuits. This makes for a high-capacity system based on Internet protocols, making it possible to transmit voice, images, and data at high speeds, with dedicated bandwidth connections, low connection costs, security, reliability, and flexibility. As a result of this program, digital bandwidth access is now available 24 hours a day at a cost that is 20 times lower than in other types of services.  This access to the greater world has been achieved as a result of the submarine cables that were recently laid.

For the end user, the project utilizes ADSL (Asymmetric Digital Subscriber Line) technology, which has more bandwidth and is of a higher quality than copper-based networks. To date, 214 ADSL lines have been installed and 100 are in the process of being installed, for a total of 314 broadband clients. Furthermore, the Advanced Internet has been integrated with other networks, such as CRNET, GOBNET (connects the legislative assembly, the presidential palace, and the ministries), and EDUNET (connects the technical colleges, university-level institutions, universities, etc.), for a total of two hundred 128K-bps dedicated ports.

At a later stage, 24 gigarouters and 240 access or periphery megarouters will be added to the network backbone, so that 100,000 permanent bandwidth connections can be established in Costa Rica. Over time, the project seeks to integrate all telecommunications services. On future networks, voice, video, and data will be transmitted in IP packets on optical devices and equipment.

This technological change is a huge leap forward, in both qualitative and quantitative terms. In addition to allowing for major reductions in Internet service charges, it will accommodate a significantly larger number of bandwidth users, placing Costa Rica in third place worldwide in terms of bandwidth coverage (2.75 percent), after South Korea (9.2 percent) and Canada (4.5 percent).
 
b) Internet 2

In April 2001, the National Advanced Research Network, or Internet 2, was introduced in Costa Rica as a supplementary network for advanced scientific applications.  This network is used to link Costa Rica’s universities and research centers with one another, making it one of the most sophisticated tools for conducting research in any discipline and developing new technology. 

c) EDUNET


EDUNET is a broadband connection network for schools and colleges that was created to promote the use of computers and the Internet as a tool in educational institutions, as well as to improve the quality of education through access to new information and information technology. Teachers and students in various parts of the country are currently using EDUNET. The short-term goal is to provide half of Costa Rica’s primary schools and all of its secondary schools with access to the network.  Since the Advanced Internet project was implemented, the national educational system has been reaping major benefits through the direct links for schools. 

2. Making Internet access universal

One of the main goals of the “digital agenda” is to provide all Costa Ricans with access to the new technologies, removing barriers that block the benefits associated with them and narrowing the digital divide.  The goal, in so doing, is to establish electronic mail and the Internet as the principal channels of communication between the Costa Ricans themselves and the rest of the world, so that these tools become resources for commerce, education, and cultural exchange. 
To this end, a number of activities are being carried out, such as the installation of computers in various public institutions to provide free public Internet access, as well as important initiatives in the areas of education and human resources.  
a) Communication without Borders

 “Communication without Borders” is a national program aimed at creating a culture in which electronic mail and the Internet are used as communication and social management tools.  The program promotes access to information and communication technology for all Costa Ricans, especially those who have limited access because of their geographical location or social condition.  The Communication without Borders website (www.costarricense.cr) and the telecenters are two of the most important tools for reaching these goals.

· Costarricense.cr

In June 2000, Costa Rica became the first country in the world to provide free electronic mail service to all of its citizens, making access to new technologies universal, unlike in other countries, where only a small part of the population enjoys this privilege. This achievement was a result of the Communications without Borders project, which changed its URL to www.costarricense.cr in January 2002. This portal ensures that each and every Costa Rican has an electronic mail account practically from birth.  To facilitate access to this site and encourage Costa Ricans to use their free e-mail accounts, computers have been set up at post offices and municipal centers throughout the country.  Each user’s login name and password are associated with his or her name and identification card.  Currently, 150,000 Costa Ricans use this e-mail service, making it the third largest in the country.  
· Telecenters

The creation of telecenters, which are centers set up in various parts of the country that are equipped to provide access to, and training in the use of, information and communication technology, is another of the main goals of the Communication without Borders program.   The telecenters are intended to become human networks and effective mechanisms for helping Costa Ricans carry out their daily tasks. They are resources for exchanging information, conducting online banking, promoting culture, and democratizing the Internet, primarily by making local governments accountable.  
One of the goals of this program is to increase the number of Costa Ricans who use e-mail and the Internet regularly to 20 percent by the middle of this year.  Telecenters are being set up in all the municipal centers and public libraries in the country and in 30 post offices, which will eventually bring the total number of centers to 187.  To date, 63 telecenters have been set up; the rest should be completed soon. 
b) LINCOS (Little Intelligent Communities)


LINCOS is a technological project developed in Costa Rica at the initiative of the Costa Rican Foundation for Sustainable Development (Fundación Costa Rica para el Desarrollo Sostenible). To implement this project in the shortest time possible, the Foundation presented it to two “strategic partners”: the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) Media Lab and the Costa Rican Institute of Technology (ITCR).

The purpose of LINCOS is to provide people who live in communities that have few development opportunities with a set of educational tools that will awaken their creative capacity by encouraging them to view learning as a process that can be embarked on within the family.


LINCOS offers a real alternative for progress for communities that, as a result of their distance from urban centers, are at a disadvantage in terms of development opportunities.  Under the program, digital community centers that enable individuals to access and intelligently use information technology are set up in cargo containers that have been refurbished and equipped with a wide range of technological features. 


The idea behind this project is to integrate information technologies into a physical space that can be easily transported to a given location, with the goal of “democratizing” such technologies, that is, making them accessible to remote, underdeveloped communities.


LINCOS helps isolated communities gain access to a number of services and applications, such as, to name a few, telemedicine, electronic mail, videoconferencing, Internet, electronic commerce, and distance education. Clearly, this enhanced communication will lead to rapid and major changes in these communities, helping them achieve comprehensive development. 


In its first months of operation, the program has already logged some major achievements, which can be variously categorized as academic, financial, community-related, technical, and organizational. The most significant achievement, however, is international in nature: the Government of the Dominican Republic contracted and installed five units, with plans to install many more. Governments in Asia and Africa are also negotiating to bring this program to their countries.

c) Reduced Internet rates


To facilitate access to the Internet, various service rate reductions have taken effect.  For instance, the reduction that the Maya Cable and ARCOS brought about in cable Internet rates has enabled lower rates to be offered to home users. 


A service known as the “900-online” program, which allows individuals to sign on to the Internet without an e-mail account, was established.  The number of daily connections to this service has grown rapidly, with 14,400 people logging on every month.  In addition, private institutions and businesses receive a special business rate for Internet service if they set up a computer for the public and their employees to use free of charge to access their electronic mail accounts. 
d) Education and human resources

Education undeniably promotes and facilitates the use of information technology and plays a role in the disparities between the ability of individuals within the same country, and between the abilities of countries and regions, to access and use information and communication technology applications.

As mentioned earlier, Costa Rica has a high literacy rate and a high educational achievement level, which is important for developing information and communication technologies.  In recent years, the Costa Rican government and various academic institutions have been promoting teaching and training in information technology.  In particular, the goal is to encourage the use of computers and the Internet as tools for work, as well as to improve the quality of education through access to new information and information technology.  
It bears mention, however, that one of the greatest challenges now facing Costa Rica in this area is not poor quality of education, but rather the need to fill the high demand for specialists among both domestic and foreign information technology companies. 
i) CEFOF

The Training Center for Trainers and Technical Personnel for the Development of Industry (CEFOF) is a regional center for productivity that was created in 1992 to provide high-level services to the domestic and international productive sector. CEFOF seeks to improve the competitiveness of the productive sectors by strengthening systems for quality control, information technology, environmental management, and administrative management, and quality assurance labs.

ii) Omar Dengo Foundation

The Omar Dengo Foundation is a private, nonprofit organization that was established in 1987 to further the educational, cultural, scientific, and technological development of Costa Rica. Its goal has been to democratize the use of technology as a tool for achieving sustainable human development. 
Through its programs, the Foundation has succeeded in helping approximately one million people, including young people, students, teachers, and communities. It offers programs in: Computer Education, which introduces computers into the educational process by setting up computer labs in primary schools; Network of Distance Learning, for improving and innovating the educational process through Internet training; and Computers for Everyone, the goal of which is to increase access to the world of computers. 
The computer education program began in 1988. The main objective of the program, which was specially designed for primary schools, is to help improve the quality of education and provide children in marginalized rural and urban areas with access to information technology. The Ministry of Education, together with the Omar Dengo Foundation, provides financing for this project, as does the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) and other organizations. To date, computer labs have been established in more than 434 public schools, reaching at least one of every two elementary students in Costa Rica’s public school system. Seventy more schools are slated to receive labs in 2002.

iii) CENFOTEC

In Costa Rica, the information technology sector has been taking on major economic importance, as a result of, in particular, its high growth rate in recent years as a local industry with high added value. Over the past twenty years, the number of companies has grown from 5 or 10 to more than 137. Most of these companies have software exports that make up at least 25 percent of their total sales.  More than a quarter of the companies have experienced export growth of more than 50 percent and are expecting to see more than 100 percent growth in the next several years.

As a result of this dramatic growth, Costa Rica’s software industry is now competing in markets in Europe, the United States, and Latin America.  Consequently, the industry needs a greater number of specialized personnel if it is to continue to meet growing demand on the international market.   
The Center for Information Technology Training (CENFOTEC), a private-sector initiative, seeks to develop and disseminate knowledge and innovations in information sciences and technologies through the establishment of training centers for specialized personnel.  This support center for domestic industry is the only center in Central America that provides specialized training in information technology.  CENFOTEC, which is backed by Costa Rica’s software industry, was created in response to the need to train, and provide in-service training for, IT specialists.

3. New Economy

At the beginning of the new millennium, countries are facing a number of challenges and realities brought on by globalization and technological advances.  Aware of this reality, Costa Rica has been implementing a development model that, in addition to benefiting the entire population and being fiscally, socially, and environmentally sustainable, is designed to be firmly rooted in new information technology and know-how.  This model is known as the “new economy.”

In more concrete terms, the new economy is aimed at helping technologically based companies in Costa Rica grow, so that they are able to participate in the global economy at a world-class level of excellence.  Technologically-based companies include companies that export software, companies that sell their goods and services through electronic commerce, companies that sell their inputs to high-tech multinationals operating in Costa Rica, and companies in other sectors that adopt information technology to reduce inventory needs, cut the amount the time required to market new goods, improve relations with providers, and in general, increase their productivity.

Efforts such as improving the telecommunications infrastructure, modernizing the legal framework, and strengthening education, in general, must be undertaken if the new economy is to be viable.  The government must play an important role in this context, not only by eliminating the obstacles that companies face, but also by ensuring that its efforts in, for example, education and infrastructure, are compatible with the growth of these new sectors.  Projects that are being implemented to propel the new economy, such as, for example, a project to develop and strengthen the software sector, a crucial sector for the development of the new economy, reflect this vision.

In addition to promoting new knowledge-intensive sectors, efforts must be made to fine-tune the way in which trade is conducted both domestically and in international markets. By 2003, up to 25 percent of global commerce is expected to be conducted online.  This will be the new wall that rises up between advanced global economies and underdeveloped local economies.   
In Costa Rica, a number of initiatives are being pursued to encourage companies, particularly small and medium companies, to participate in electronic commerce. Specifically, initiatives in the agriculture, industrial, and export sectors are being undertaken to strengthen small and medium enterprises by reducing barriers that impede their entry into the digital economy and creating opportunities for generating business and exchanging information on the Internet.

· Agriculture sector

In the case of the agriculture sector, there is a system (www.infoagro.go.cr) that gives farmers access to important information that they can use, such as information about the weather, new pests and diseases, and the corresponding treatments and cultivation techniques. The system is also a resource that farmers can use to market and sell their products, by providing information about the real demand that exists for the products. 
· Industrial Sector

In the industrial sector, the Costa Rican Business Information System (SIEC), www.siec.go.cr, sponsored by the Ministry of Economy, is designed to make information about the marketplace and public services available to enterprises, in order to assist them with business decisions.

· Dissemination of information and the creation of the “marketplacecostarica.com” website

The Ministry of Foreign Trade (COMEX), together with the Costa Rican Foreign Trade Promotion Agency (PROCOMER), the agency responsible for promoting Costa Rican exports on the international market, has also been pursuing a number of initiatives to provide small and medium enterprises with support in the area of electronic commerce. Informational brochures have been designed and seminars have been held to encourage and help Costa Rican producers use technology as a springboard for developing and increasing their export activities. 
In addition, a website, www.marketplacecostarica.com, for promoting Costa Rican export products, has been set up on the Internet.  The site showcases Costa Rica’s principal export products, categorizing them by sector, and provides information about the registered enterprises, which allows them to make commercial contacts and market their products at minimal cost. Through Internet tracking technology, an analysis is conducted periodically to determine how many visitors the site has had and which sectors, products, and enterprises are most often viewed, as well to compile a visitor profile. All of this provides the exporter with the support needed to identify business opportunities and follow up on contracts.  This site can already be found on the most important search engines on the Internet. 
As of 31 December 2001, 114 enterprises were registered on the website.  The following sectors are featured on the site: food, crafts, electronics, forestry, metalworks, plants, flowers, foliage, plastics, fresh products, software, and textile. Between August 2000, when the site was initially set up, and 31 December 2001, the total number of visits to the site was 14,427, which represents a total of 1,442,787 registered hits.
 

4. The Digital Government as a model user

The government must use information technology intensively if it is to successfully implement a development model based on the use of this technology.  The New Government should be in charge of promoting a paradigm change, by using the resources available to it and leading by example.  There are intrinsic benefits associated with adopting information technology, such as increased efficiency, reduced costs, and transparency in public administration, which will enable the further consolidation of democracy by improving the way in which the government works and facilitating broad public access to the government. 
In accordance with this vision, there are plans to develop, via the Advanced Internet project, a “digital government” in which the government acts a model user, providing citizens with all types of online conveniences.  These conveniences include making information available about public institutions, procedures, and requirements, as well as providing interrelated consulting, transaction, and payment services with all entities and agents. 
In this way, digital government becomes a tool for integrating the public and private sectors and civil society.  In addition to simplifying procedures, ensuring greater transparency, and reducing government bureaucracy, this will support the development of an information technology culture, the goal of which will be to remove obstacles to the use of digital resources.  At the same time, this “model user” will inspire greater confidence and security among the Costa Ricans in their use of technology, creating greater supply and demand for the Internet, which, in turn, will create a more favorable environment for electronic commerce. Some major steps have already been taken in this direction, several of which are described below.

Government Portal


Since the integration of the efforts and services of all public institutions is deemed to be an indispensable element of digital government, the need arose to create a portal to the Costa Rican government.  This portal will serve as a gateway for users wishing to gain access to the information and services provided by individual public institutions on their websites. It will also serve as a public forum for discussing and providing feedback on the management of the digital government. (www.go.cr)
COMPRARED

In September 2001, CompraRed (www.hacienda.go.cr/comprared), an online government procurement system, was created. This open site was set up as a way to automate the process of publishing and disseminating the various administrative procurement procedures that the Costa Rican government uses.  CompraRed is able to publish and electronically generate bidding documents. It is equipped with an electronic signature service, databases for providers, and information on supplies and laws in force. A total of 2,228 bidding procedure documents have been published on the CompraRed system.

Electronic Tax Filing

 
The Electronic Tax System (SITEL) is a virtual office where procedures that do not require the taxpayer to be physically present can be carried out. The initial phase of use of this information technology is called “Electronic Filing.” This enables taxpayers to file their tax returns electronically with the Tax Administration and make secure payments from any computer that is connected to the Internet. The system also provides online assistance and guarantees the security and confidentiality of all information transmitted online. (www.hacienda.go.cr/tributacionIn addition, the Costa Rican Customs Administration has taken a major step forward, in both qualitative and quantitative terms, by implementing the Costa Rican Integrated Customs Management System (TIC@). The main objective of this system is to improve customs administration by actively incorporating information technology and advanced technologies to streamline customs inspection, facilitate commerce, use allocated resources efficiently, and improve the Administration’s public image. Currently, a large percentage of the system’s users send their customs declarations, waybills, etc. via the Internet. (www.hacienda.go.cr/aduanas)

Centralized Revenue Collection System

This system, which was created under the Workers’ Protection Law and the Law Establishing the Costa Rican Social Security System (under which it is administered), enables businesses to make changes to their tax returns and pay the corresponding taxes online.  The system also processes and allocates information and resources from the Labor Capitalization and Obligatory Complementary Pension Funds, enabling the Social Security Administration to manage its resources and operate more efficiently. (www.ccss.sa.cr/sicere)

Costa Rican System of Legal Information

This program has made it possible to compile under one system two different types of legal information: the jurisprudence of the courts and tribunals and information kept by the Office of the Prosecutor General of the Republic on laws in force. This makes it easier for citizens and judicial officials to obtain information on the body of laws in force, constitutional matters, decisions handed down by the Prosecutor General, and rulings issued in Costa Rican courts. It also makes it possible to consult case records, which most judicial offices process online. (www.pgr.go.cr/scij or www.poder-judicial.go.cr/scij)

Online Payment of Public Utilities

The purpose of this project is to enable citizens and businesses to pay their public utility bills online. The project is still in its initial phase; an evaluation is being conducted to determine the degree of preparedness of the participating agencies and institutions that provide services (water, power, telephone, Internet, insurance, tax returns, etc.) and the public financial agencies that would collect revenue online. The plan is to create an online portal to at least three service institutions and a bank, which could be expanded at a later date to include all public agencies and State- and privately-owned banks. Currently, water, power, and telephone service providers have an online payment service set up with two of the largest State-owned banks. (www.bancobcr.com,www.bncr.fi.cr, www.cnfl.go.cr/linea/pago.htm, www.ice.go.cr/servicios, www.netsalud.sa.cr/aya)

Social Portal 

Institutions from the largest social sector in the country, together with the United Nations program, have developed a project known as the “Social Portal.” This project is an advanced system that enables social-sector agencies to exchange information and coordinate and monitor social activities and programs via the Internet. It will make it easier for them to identify at-risk individuals and groups and meet their needs rapidly and efficiently. In addition, users will be able to access the site to make inquiries and process requests for benefits granted by the institutions. 

Other services

The Foreign Trade Promotion Agency offers its services online (www.procomer.com), including a registry of exporters, a one-stop window for foreign trade, and a mechanism for requesting admission into the duty-free zone regime. Several initiatives to establish links with the various productive sectors in Costa Rica have been undertaken, through services that provide sector and market information.  Furthermore, a free 1-800 line has been set up to allow citizens to access the Health Ministry’s medication information service and obtain detailed information on products, prices, pharmacies where the products are available, etc.  In the space of one year (2000-2001), more than 30,000 inquiries have been answered.

The Finance Ministry General Customs Office, the Foreign Trade Promotion Agency, and the Costa Rican Chamber of Exporters (CADEXCO), created the Financial Documents Search Engine (BUDHA) (www.hacienda.go.cr/budha/) on 15 November 2001.  This search engine enables Costa Ricans to consult, via the Internet, the decrees, administrative decisions, and form letters issued by the General Customs Office, as well as the jurisprudence of the National Customs Court. In addition, they can obtain information on the tariffs and duties in force, valuation procedures, tariff classification criteria, restrictions and prohibitions on the importation and exportation of goods, possible penalties and available resources, etc. This makes it possible to, among other activities, standardize customs criteria, streamline customs procedures, and imbue the system with greater transparency. 

5. Legal framework

Given the globalized nature of online commercial transactions, a suitable regulatory framework must be in place in order to stimulate electronic commerce.   With this in mind, Costa Rica has been studying and analyzing, both in governmental and legislative spheres, the implementation of an appropriate set of regulations that addresses the new realities and demands presented by the digital economy.  The plan is to develop a legal framework that provides the degree of certainty needed to properly develop online transactions, without imposing unnecessary restrictions on commerce, and that eliminates obstacles to the unrestricted interaction of market forces.

In 2001, several bills for promoting, in one way or another, secure, universal access to the Internet were sent to the legislature.
 In addition, a number of intellectual property laws were enacted, ushering in a comprehensive reform of the system, which is described below.

i.- Electronic signatures, security, and confidential transmission systems

On 30 April 2001, the Costa Rican legislature passed the bill entitled “Electronic Certificates and Signatures” (No. 14,276), which was published in La Gaceta No. 82, Alcance No. 31.  The law regulates the use of electronic signatures and documents in Costa Rica, granting them the same legal validity and effect of handwritten or other signatures and printed documents that carry an expression of intent.  The law regulates digital certificates and providers of certification services and sets out the principle of technological neutrality, according to which the use of all types of technology, and not just one, are recognized.  The law seeks to introduce encryption systems that guarantee the confidentiality, inalterability, and inviolability of communications.  It also allows electronic signatures to be used in noncommercial transactions (such as judicial, informational, and administrative transactions, and online government procurements), as well as in those involving notaries public. 

ii.- Intellectual Property

Given the multijurisdictional nature of electronic commerce, the protection of content sent over the Internet is especially important.  Consequently, countries must have appropriate intellectual property legislation in order to spur the development of electronic commerce. 
As a result of the importance that Costa Rica places on protecting the intellectual property rights set out in the Agreement on Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS), it passed legislation to comprehensively reform national intellectual property laws, with the goal of fulfilling the commitments that it assumed under TRIPS.   This reform equips Costa Rica with modern national laws that deal with intellectual property comprehensively; this legislation is equally applicable to electronically transmitted content. 
Particularly worthy of mention are Law No. 7979 of 31 January 2000, which implements a number of amendments to the Copyright and Related Rights Law that are designed to, inter alia, provide protection for digital technology works; Law No. 7968 of 22 December 1999, which ratified the WIPO Copyright Treaty (WCT); and Law No. 7967 of 22 December 1999, which ratified the WIPO Performances and Phonograms Treaty (WPPT).   Moreover, the regulatory framework for intellectual property was significantly strengthened by the enactment of the Intellectual Property Rights Enforcement Procedures Law (Law No. 8039 of 2 October 2000).
IV. Conclusion
The intent of this set of initiatives is to secure Costa Rica’s place in the new digital era and develop the country by taking advantage of the opportunities provided by information technology. These goals, in turn, are intended to help create a more efficient State, by means of the Internet, that acts as a model user of this technology.  As part of this national strategy, there are plans to extend Internet access to all Costa Ricans and to educate both businesses and educational centers, institutions, and individuals in how to conduct electronic commerce, which will help create greater supply of, and demand for, electronic media and ensure that everyone is able to reap the benefits associated with this tool. 
Costa Rica believes that it is important to continue sharing experiences in this area and hopes that this paper contributes to the discussions on electronic commerce in the various international fora in which it participates. 
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