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SOCIAL ECONOMY, SUSTAINABILITY: CONTRIBUTION OF 

COOPERATIVES TO RESPONSIBLE MANAGEMENT OF 

NATURAL RESOURCES 

 
Abstract: This is an analysis of the electric sector of Costa Rica, its predominantly 
solidary orientation and its understanding as a development vehicle oriented towards the 
preservation of natural resources. 

There is an analysis of the concrete contributions made by cooperatives, the programs 

developed aiming at protecting the environment and fostering welfare. In this line of 

thought, it is important to mention the contribution made by the social and solidarity 

economy and the commitment with the water resources, particularly in the case of 

Coopesantos, and the actions taken by Coopeguanacaste, among others. The final part of 

the article provides a reflection on the challenges of the sector considering the current 

complex context. 
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Costa Rica is recognized worldwide for its exuberant biodiversity. In just 51,000 square 

kilometers, it holds more than 1 million species; it also has a huge potential of sources for 

renewable energy generation. The case of Costa Rica has been a key example in the Latin 

American region regarding resource preservation and the sustainability of its energy 

matrix. 

Also, it is recognized for its renowned economic and social development within the 

Central American region. 

According to data provided by the Economic Commission for Latin America and the 

Caribbean (ECLA), the country has fostered universal policies in strategic areas such as, 

health, social security, education, housing and basic services, being potable water and 

electricity the most relevant among them. 

Up to now, the country has reached an electric coverage of 99.4%, occupying the first 

place within Central America and the second place among the Latin American countries. 

This electrification model has been promoted directly by the State in tandem with 

strategic associates located along rural lands. 

Its generation is mainly based on 5 sources of renewable energy, among which the most 

relevant are hydroelectric, geothermal, wind energy and the biomass. 

All said above shows that the country has reached a balance in significant fields such as 

the social and the environmental ones, as well as among basic services for productive 

development and social welfare. 

It is important to emphasize that, unlike other Central American nations, the success of 

the Costa Rican electric model was also based on a joint work done with other relevant 

actors, such as the rural electrification cooperatives founded in the 60s as a response to 

the needs of the period. In accordance with this, cooperatives emerged as social 

movements promoted by the communities to obtain basic services, basically electric 

power for the development of the local productive systems. 

Since their creation, cooperatives have promoted their development strategies under the 

view of a democratically managed solidary electric model, whose achievements favored 

the boom of the rural regions of the country. This view is a key basis of the development 

model which brings together rural regions and territories remote from metropolitan areas. 

In this respect, according to José Luis Coraggio (2011), the organizations of the social 

and solidarity economy offer a perspective different from the capitalist one, which favors 

good living. 

He also says that "Good Living, in sum, emerges as an opportunity to build another 

society, supported by the human coexistence in diversity and harmony with Nature, 
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through the recognition of diverse cultural values existing in each country and the world, 

inasmuch as they are in tune with these fundamental principles of humanity" (Coraggio, 

2011). 

An example of what Coraggio presents as good living is the work done by the electric 

cooperatives, which are currently addressing more than 23% of the Costa Rican 

population and which have promoted the development of their daily operations under a 

sustainable perspective. 

Up to now, the cooperatives Coopeguanacaste, Coopelesca, Coopesantos, and 

Cooalfaroruiz, members of the National Consortium of Electrification Companies of 

Costa Rica R.L. (Coneléctricas), are constituted by approximately 210,000 associates, 

whose democratic participation has favored the development of the regions they serve. 

Likewise, these cooperatives have taken advantage of the weather, geographic and socio-

economic conditions of each of the territories they operate in, so as to foster diverse 

projects for renewable energy generation that enable them to satisfy the demand, 

diversify the energy matrix and contribute to the dynamism of local economies. 

As an example of this, Coopelesca, which is located in the northern region of Costa Rica, 

and Coopesantos, which operates in the south of the Capital city, hold a Carbon Neutral 

certification since they have reduced their Carbon Footprint, one of the main objectives 

of the Government for the year 2021. In both cases, the conviction of their associative 

bases has been of importance. 

Coopesantos, in particular, is the first Costa Rican cooperative that obtained the 

certification of Clean Development Mechanism, granted by the United Nations 

Organization (UNO) for mitigating greenhouse gases emissions through Los Santos wind 

farm, which started operating towards the end of 2011.2 

Within the environmental commitment framework, this cooperative holds the Gold 

Standard Certification that enables it to trade carbon credits in the voluntary market and 

the mandatory market. It also has received the Blue Flag certification granted by the 

Ministry of Environment and Energy (Minae) of Costa Rica. 

 

Good Sustainable Practices 

The solidary electric model consolidated by the rural electrification cooperatives of Costa 

Rica was combined with a strong environmental commitment that has also transcended 

the social sphere of the towns within the influence zone. 

With more than 141 protected hectares, Coopesantos achieved to preserve the water 

resource of 25 communities of its area of concession, favoring more than 50,000 

inhabitants. Apart from this, there are the reforestation efforts, by which more than 

16,000 trees have been planted, favoring the preservation of a significant amount of  
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native species of flora and fauna. 

The Water Resource Protection Project emerged in the year 2004 by an initiative of the 

associative base. 

In this sense, in the Costa Rican North Pacific area, Coopeguancaste headed a solid 

commitment with the protection of wild fauna by installing semi-insulated wires in 

electric lines. 

One of the main allies of the initiative is the Biology School of the University of Costa 

Rica, in charge of mapping the vulnerable sites regarding animal traveling (University of 

Costa Rica, 2018). 

 
Social Economy and Electric Mobility 

In the last years, electric mobility has become a frequent topic of debate and a solution 

for many people around the world. 

Regarding Costa Rica, a great step has been taken with the Incentive and Promotion for 

Electric Transportation Act that links electric development with natural resources and 

transportation (Costa Rican Government, 2018). 

This Act, passed during the administration of former President Luis Guillermo Solís 

Rivera, intends to regulate and strengthen public policies to foster its use within the 
public sector and the general public. 

In this case, the organizations of the social economy were predominant subjects during 

the discussion, providing the appropriate conditions for this policy to be implemented in 

a short term and especially in the areas in which they can operate. 

In 2017, the electric cooperatives emerged with the establishment of electric vehicle 

charging stations, aiming at more people opting for electric mobility and reducing carbon 

emissions. 

According to data published by the virtual medium "El Financiero", an electric vehicle  
 

 
 

2 According to UNO (2018), the Clean Development Mechanism (CDM) is a procedure defined in the Kyoto 

Protocol (KP), in which developed countries may fund projects to mitigate greenhouse gases emissions in 

developing countries and in exchange they receive Certified Emission Reductions applicable to their own 

reduction commitment. 

 

 

 

 

 

4 

mailto:karla.schlager@aciamericas.coop
mailto:internacionales@cooperar.coop


DISCUSSION PAPER 
1.2 Cooperatives and the Defense of the Planet: 

Water and Energy 

W. Garro and J. Castro 

Paseo Colón 38, 6th Floor, Office 6-10, San José, Costa Rica 

+506 40203540 karla.schlager@aciamericas.coop 

Ecuador 374, Buenos Aires, Argentina 

+5411 2113 2107 internacionales@cooperar.coop 

 

 

 

consumes 10% of the consumption of a traditional vehicle regarding the same distance. 
(weekly magazine El Financiero, 2017). 

This is a clear example of business innovation and diversification implemented by the 
environmental economy organizations, aiming at preserving natural resources. 

These initiatives strengthen the efforts made by electric cooperatives for the 

diversification of the energy matrix based on renewable sources and they consolidate its 

value upon a possible opening of the Costa Rican electric market. 

In this sense, as the Government of the Republic informed, Costa Rica proposed itself the 

consolidation of a new sustainable and competitive model of development; this is a 

perspective reflected on the 7th National Energy Plan (2015-2030) that defines energy 

sustainability with a low level of emissions as a fundamental focus of the long-term 

policy. 

According to the International Energy Agency (2017), electricity in Costa Rica presents 

CO2 emissions that are 72 times below the global average.  Thus, each liter of imported 

fossil fuel that is substituted by a kilowatt provided by renewable and national energy 

results beneficial for the environment, public health, and the nation's economy. (Costa 

Rica Government, 2018). 

 

Challenges of the Sector 

Throughout the document, there is evidence of the significant role played by the 

cooperative organizations of the electric sector in the preservation of natural resources, 

such as water, flora and fauna, or sources of renewable energy. According to this, it is 

important to mention that said organizations have taken part in important discussions 

regarding the development of public policies aiming at generating a participative 

development connected to the preservation of natural resources; a clear example of this 

are the different actions taken to promote and maintain the solidary electric market, 

which has reached the highest levels of coverage in Central America. 

In this sense, there is another central challenge for the Costa Rican electric cooperative 

sector. In the last years, various legislative initiatives have fostered the practice of an 

electric market model open to competition. These types of initiatives have been applied 

in other countries, negatively affecting the electric service, taken as a fundamental factor 

for the wellbeing of families. The struggle faced by the cooperative organizations is 

based on maintaining and strengthening a model in which electricity, as a public good, is 

traded under the solidary and human rights logic. 

In another area of opportunity, there is a need to constantly invest on innovation and the 

development of new products. The increasing needs of the associative base, can be 

considered opportunities for solidary and sustainable businesses in accordance with the  
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view of promoting the democratic management of the economy. In this sense, it is 

necessary to expand the margins of what has been traditionally understood as Research 

and Development,3 and broaden the spectrum to cover social and environmental issues, 

in order to boost the positive impacts of the organization and its different interested 

parties. 

At the level of the services for self-consumption and sustainability projection of the 

associative base, there is a transcendental challenge for the electric cooperative sector of 

the country: creating the conditions so that the associates can effectively connect to 

distributed generation.4 This tool would enable access to a new stage of sustainability, 

providing people with the capacity of generating their own energy with a source type 

suitable for their condition, this would favor the transference of technical knowledge to 

the bases and the access of electric energy to places where coverage by means of 

traditional methods is not possible. 

On the other hand, another current challenge is maintaining the provision of energy 

availability, which is vital for the socio-economic development of any country in the 

world, considering sustainable criteria that, by extension, enable citizens to have 

permanent access to potable water for survival. Therefore, any project for energy 

generation must have an environmental policy. 

Last but not least, the electric cooperative sector has the challenge of keeping the 

fulfillment of the electric demand of thousands of Costa Ricans by means of renewable 

sources, but also that of promoting policies of energy efficiency that foster a change in 

the attitude of users. 

Precisely, the National Energy Plan 2015-2030 defines that one of the most important 

opportunities that Costa Rica has is taking advantage of all the possibilities of reducing 

the increase in the demand that do not affect other targets of development and that reduce 

both the need to install new electricity generating plants and the consumption of fuels. 

 

"These opportunities have been grouped under the concept of energy efficiency", points 
out the Ministry of Environment and Energy (Ministry of Environment and Energy, 

2014). 
 

 
 

3 Linked to the fields of applied sciences and engineering. 
4  Costa Rican Legal Information System (2018). Distributed generation activity for self-consumption is a 

tool to promote the implementation of renewable energies providing the highest social efficiency of the 

available energy resources. 
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In the same line of thought, the National Energy Conservation Commission (CONACE), 

which embraces electricity distribution companies, such as cooperatives, coordinates 

national energy efficiency actions and provides consumers with information about energy 

saving opportunities. 

 

An example of the achievements of CONACE, assigned to the Ministry of Environment 

and Energy (MINAE), was the creation of a set of technical regulations for energy 

efficiency that bans the entry of residential refrigeration and lighting equipment that does 

not comply with the minimum efficient scale. 
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