
 

CASE #1 

Extract from thestar.com  
‘The Panama Papers: Costa Rican land deals put Canadian ‘Golden Boy’ Donny Lalonde 
on the ropes’ 
By Tanya Talaga, Robert Cribb, and Alejandra Fernandez  
17 May 2016 
 

Everybody want[s] to invest in the tiny Central American country of lush rainforests and sandy beaches. 
Sensing opportunity, Lalonde got… into the speculative land development game. Ten years later, about 
30 investors have hired a lawyer, hoping to recoup $3.5 million in a class-action lawsuit. 

The documents in the Panama Papers reveal that a complicated array of companies registered by 
Mossack Fonseca comprise Lalonde’s Costa Rican real estate business. As of May 2016, Costa Rican 
records reveal Lalonde controls 53 companies, many tied to development; 43 of these owe more than 
$36,000 (U.S.) in taxes to the Costa Rican Treasury. 

Lalonde… owns 46 hectares of Howler Ridge (Costa Rica)…. [He] denies allegations from investors that 
he was conducting a Ponzi scheme — bringing in investor money to repay the investors who wanted out. 
“There’s no Ponzi scheme about it. You have to raise money, you borrow money. And then if you finish 
the project with the money, great. If not, you borrow more money,” he said. “It is real-estate development. 
You win some, you lose some.” 

Suki and Joel Hahn feel like they lost some. The couple first heard about Howler Ridge in 2006 and 
invested nearly $150,000 (U.S.) , along with a group of 20 Long Beach, Calif., firefighters and friends. In 
total, the group invested $1.7 million. Lalonde said some of the money was used to buy land and the rest 
went to Lagartillo Investment Limited Company, one of his companies, to pay bills. “I was very skeptical 
from the beginning,” Suki says. “For many years, we received no documentation. I started getting 
nervous. I said we wanted our money back.” They wanted out. But there were no refunds. 

As of May 13, Lalonde said “16 lots were delivered since you were here. Water infrastructure is ongoing 
on site now. The projects are still moving forward — 90 per cent or so of investors in Howler Ridge have 
been delivered titled and, most of them, serviced land.” 

Rick Philps, a Canadian lawyer not connected to this affair but who has practised in Costa Rica for 14 
years, said lawsuits over failed land deals are common. But claims can take eight years and have a “zero-
to-one-per-cent chance of being successful.”Philps said Costa Rica is the “Wild West” because the real 
estate industry is unregulated and developers aren’t bonded, so they aren’t required to show they have 
the means to complete a project. “You pay your money and you take your chances.” 

 

What Rule of Law issues are present in this situation?  

What Rule of Law stories could be investigated/reported on? 

Pointer questions:  

1. Is the presumption of innocence being preserved?  
2. Is there access to an independent justice system to resolve the dispute quickly and fairly? 
3. Have authorisations been obtained for the land development and how were they obtained?  
4.  Has the impact of this land development on the local community been assessed? 
5. What has the role of local advisors been in setting up this land development? 



 

6. As a journalist, how would you report on this issue given the confidentiality of some of the leaked 
documents?  

 

CASE #2 

 
Extract from bbc.com/mundo/noticias 
Costa Rica: fallo suspende proyecto de minería a cielo abierto  
25 November 2010 
 

La Justicia de Costa Rica ordenó este miércoles cancelar la concesión minera del proyecto Las 
Crucitas, una polémica mina de oro a cielo abierto que pretendía abrirse en el norte del país, 
cerca de la frontera con Nicaragua. 

Un tribunal anuló un decreto del ex presidente Óscar Arias en el que declaraba de "interés público" el 
proyecto minero Las Crucitas, en el norte del país, y recomendó a la fiscalía abrir causa judicial en contra 
del ex mandatario y varios funcionarios por esta acción. 

Además, los jueces condenaron al Estado y a la transnacional canadiense Infinito Gold, propietaria del 
proyecto, al pago de una reparación por los daños ambientales provocados por la tala de árboles el año 
pasado en los trabajos iniciales de apertura de la mina. 

La empresa declaró que apelará la sentencia, de un tribunal contencioso administrativo, ante una 
instancia judicial superior. 

 

What Rule of Law issues are present in this situation?  

What Rule of Law stories could be investigated/reported on? 

 

Pointer questions:  

7. Was there legal certainty for all involved in this project?  
8. Have authorisations been obtained for the project and how were they obtained?  
9. Has the impact of this project on the local community been assessed? 
10. Was it possible to obtain an independent review of the decisions taken by the authorities? 
11. What has the role of local advisors been in this project? 
12. How are the rights of the investors balanced against the public interest?  

 

CASE #3 

Extract from ticotimes.net 
‘Renegotiated San-Ramón-San José highway expansion signed into law’ 
By Zach Dyer 
23 February 2015 



 

With the stroke of his pen, President Luis Guillermo Solís signed Law 9292 Monday, re-launching the long 
stalled San Ramón highway expansion after years of protests that rocked the administration of former 
President Laura Chinchilla (2010-2014). 

The project promises to expand the highway to eight lanes in some sections, easing traffic woes on the 
congested section of the Inter-American Highway for commuters, businesses and foreign visitors traveling 
to and from the airport. The expansion has long been listed as the most critical infrastructure investment in 
the country. 

Monday’s signing ceremony in San Ramón was also a victory for opponents who had battled to revoke the 
original concession granted to the Brazilian contractor OAS. They said that contract was too expensive and 
the result of backroom deals. 

The law Solís signed creates a trust funded with the profits from state agencies, like the National Insurance 
Institute, public banks and pension operators, to finance the $473 million price tag for the expansion. That 
price is $51 million less than the original $542 million proposed by OAS in its bid. 

… The original OAS concession was supposed to offer a cash-strapped government the ability to 
expand the highway with no money down. But citizen groups, most notably the Foro de Occidente, 
lambasted the project, alleging that the deal was opaque at best and corrupt at worst. 

Facing sustained protests over the higher tolls and perceived conflict of interest within her administration, 
Chinchilla announced that the government would annul the road concession to OAS in April 2013. In March 
2014, the government settled with the Brazilian contractor, agreeing to pay the contractor $35 million in 
damages. 

The law signed Monday by President Solís was the result of a proposal put forward by the Foro de 
Occidente and negotiated with the government. Solís celebrated the group’s efforts as a paragon of 
democratic organization. 

 

What Rule of Law issues are present in this situation?  

What Rule of Law stories could be investigated/reported on? 

 

Pointer questions:  

1. Was there legal certainty for all involved in this project?  
2. What was the process for contracting OAS for project? Did the Consejo Nacional de Concesiones 

act in good faith?  
3. Where the local community have a chance to express their views on this project? 
4. Was it possible to obtain an independent review of the decisions taken by the authorities? 
5. What has the role of local legal and financial advisers been in this project? 
6. How are the rights of the investors balanced against the public interest?  

 

 

 

 


