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Abstract 

The Mesoamerican Biological Corridor is a geographic and political project that plays a crucial role 
in maintaining the biodiversity of the flora and fauna of the western hemisphere. In Panama, this 
corridor is increasingly threatened due to the country’s growing population and expansion into 
previously undisturbed environments. Government policy has not done enough to conserve 
Panama’s forests; instead, the strongest actors ensuring that Panama maintains its biodiversity 
while still promoting socio-economic growth are civil society groups. 
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Introduction 
In 1997, at the 19th Summit of Central American Heads of State, 8 nations pronounced the 

official creation of the Mesoamerican Biological Corridor (MBC). The project was born from 
recognition of the need to preserve a continuous area of conservation in order to secure the natural 
migration routes of flora and fauna between North and South America. The corridor stretches from 
the five southern most states of Mexico, through the eight Central American nations of Guatemala, 
Belize, Honduras, El Salvador, Nicaragua, Costa Rica and Panama before terminating on the 
notorious Darien Gap where the Isthmus of Panama opens up to the South American state of 
Colombia and beyond. While delineation depends on nationally determined conservation areas, it 
roughly covers 30% of Mesoamerica’s 768,990 km2 of land.1 
 Panama was a fitting location for the declaration of the MBC. The Panamanian isthmus is 
unique in that its western frontier touches the North American continent through its border with 
Costa Rica, while to the east it connects to South America via Colombia. While as the Panamanian 
embassy’s official website proudly states, the country’s tallest peak, Volcan Baru, is the only place 
on earth where you can watch the sun rise from the Atlantic Ocean and set over the Pacific.2 
However, this unique geography also makes it a vulnerable chokepoint in the pathway of migration 
that allows genetic diversity to flow between the flora and fauna of the western hemisphere’s two 
largest landmasses. Increasingly, human actions are threatening this biological corridor. 
Nevertheless, local actors, in collaboration with national and international initiatives, may be the 
key in preserving this vital land bridge. 

A Pathway Under Threat 
 In terms of economic growth and human development, Panama is one of Latin America’s 
great success stories. The country’s economy has grown at an annual rate of 5.6% since 2014 and 
now ranks as the second fastest growing economy in the Latin American and Caribbean region.3 
This growth, however, has had the adverse effect of increasing human presence and activity in 
Panama’s previously well-preserved hinterlands, fragmenting what were once uninterrupted 
areas of primary forest and the animal populations that traversed them. When these animal 
populations become separated, they are unable to mate outside of their isolated habitats, 
ultimately reducing genetic diversity and increasing vulnerability to further human encroachment 
and climate change.4 As the fragmentation process increases, the western hemisphere is likely to 
see once interconnected populations of mammals, birds, and other species divided between two 

 
1 IEG (Independent Evaluation Group). 2011. ―The Mesoamerican Biological Corridor.‖ Regional Program Review 

Vol. 5, Issue 2. 
2 “Fun Facts.” Embassy of Panama. Accessed November 14, 2019. https://www.embassyofpanama.org/fun-facts. 
3 “Panama Overview.” World Bank, October 10, 2019. https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/panama/overview 
4 Meyer, Ninon F. V., Ricardo Moreno, Christopher Sutherland, J. Antonio La Torre, Helen J. Esser, Christopher A. 

Jordan, Melva Olmos, et al. “Effectiveness of Panama as an Intercontinental Land Bridge for Large 

Mammals.” Conservation Biology, August 6, 2019, 2. https://doi.org/10.1111/cobi.13384. 
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distinct groups, their genetic futures isolated and diverging independently on the continents of 
North and South America. 

Cattle is King 
The deterioration of connected forested lands has been exasperated by government 

policies that promote economic development in rural Panama without accounting for their 
environmental impact. Two government agencies are charged with agricultural development in 
Panama: The Ministry of Agricultural Development (MIDA) and the Agricultural Development Bank 
(BDA). Cattle ranching is seen as by far the most popular and profitable way for land to be exploited 
for economic growth, and this is reinforced by government programs. Both organizations have a 
propensity to favor medium to large scale cattle ranching over other, less impactful development 
models. In fact, BDA has been reported to only grant loans to farmers who plan on raising cattle 
on over 25 hectares of pastureland.5  

 The loans and development projects offered by these two organizations have no 
contingency for ensuring conservation of forested lands or waterways. This is despite 
requirements from the Panamanian Ministry of the Environment (MiAmbiente) that stipulate where 
and how farmers undertake agriculture activities. For example, farmers should not clear lands 
within 50 meters of creeks and rivers. Nor are they allowed to plant grasses in lands designated 
as protected areas or watersheds. MiAmbiente’s inadequate capacity to patrol and enforce these 
rules in areas that often have limited land or aquatic access have constrained their effectiveness. 
The result has been that over 40% of Panama’s mature forest, some 100,000 hectares, were lost 
to cattle ranchers between 2000 and 2008. As of 2015, over 21% of Panama’s surface has been 
converted to pastureland.6  
 One of the species most threatened by the expanding pasturelands is also possibly 
Mesoamerica’s most recognizable predator: the jaguar. Diminishing forests threaten the jaguar’s 
food supply and force them to instead prey upon the cattle, pigs and other livestock that encroach 
on their natural hunting grounds. This in turn causes conflicts with cattle ranchers and has resulted 
in increased killings of an already endangered species. While accurate numbers are impossible to 
ascertain, between 1989 and 2016 some 293 jaguars were documented to have been killed, with 
40 reported in the last year alone. While conflict with cattle ranchers is the most reported cause of 
death, others causes include illegal poaching, decrease in natural habitat and prey, and a growing 
demand for the animal’s body parts for use in Asiatic medicines.7 

 
5 Erasmo De León, personal interview with author. July 2018. 
6 Moreno, Ricardo, Samuel Valdez, Adolfo Artavia, Natalia Young, Josué Ortega, Elliot Brown, and Edgar Sanchez. 

“Conflicto Felinos & Humanos En Panamá: Avances En La Resolución Del Conflicto, Educación y Conservación 

Del Jaguar En Panamá.” In Conflictos Entre Felinos y Humanos En América Latina, 63. Instituto de Investigación 

de Recursos Biológicos Alexander von Humbold, n.d.. 
7 Moreno, “Conflicto Felinos & Humanos En Panamá,” 62. 
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A City Expands 
 Panama’s rising population rate and the subsequent growth of urban areas has been 
another major factor that threatens the MBC. On the long, narrow isthmus of Panama two areas 
particularly threaten the connectivity of the forests necessary to preserve the continuity of the 
biological corridor. These areas have some of the highest population growth rates in the country. 
 The most challenging region is the greater metropolitan area composed of the country’s 
two largest cities: the capital, Panama City, and Colon, home to Latin America’s largest port.8 These 
two cities lie at the gateways of the Panama Canal and by road are only about 60 km apart. In 
between lies the Panama Canal Watershed, an economically crucial conservation zone which is 
managed by the Panama Canal Authorities (PCA), in order to ensure that the canal and Lake Gatun, 
through which ships pass, maintain enough water for vessels to transit across the isthmus. 
 It was originally questioned whether the creation of the canal itself would have an impact 
on migratory paths. However the canal has been determined narrow enough, at some points only 
200 m wide, for animals to pass between the waterway that otherwise would have split the 
country in half.9 The true threat lies in the development of roadways between Panama and Colon 
and the population centers that develop alongside them. Given the special economic importance 
of the canal for the country, Panamanian law gives the PCA authority to restrict housing 
development in this area.10 The application of these laws is complicated, however, due to the dual 
needs to protect indigenous land rights and to respect the economic and housing requirements of 
the Panamanian people. 

The challenge is only going to continue to grow in the foreseeable future. Out of a 
population of some 4.2 million people, over 50% live in this greater metropolitan zone. By 2050, 
the country is projected to have a population of over 5.8 million.11 Currently, 67% of all internal 
migration within the country is moving to Panama City.12 These trends will only exasperate efforts 
to conserve the green space already under threat between Panama’s Pacific and Atlantic Coasts. 
If these efforts fail, urbanization and development in the greater Panama City Metropolis will 

 
8 “Port Activity Report of Latin America and the Caribbean 2018.” The Caribbean Development Portal | From the 

United Nations Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), April 2, 2019. 

http://caribbean.cepal.org/. 
9 Meyer, Effectiveness of Panama as an Intercontinental Land Bridge, 10. 
10 Delavaud, Anne Collin. “Panama, or the emergence of a global metropolis?”. Higher Institute for Latin American 

Studies, February 15, 2015. 
11 “Panama Population 2019.” Panama Population 2019 (Demographics, Maps, Graphs). Accessed November 14, 

2019. http://worldpopulationreview.com/countries/panama-population/. 
12 World Bank. 2015. Panama - Locking in success: a systematic country diagnostic (English). Washington, DC: 

World Bank Group. http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/180611468100727814/Panama-Locking-in-success-

a-systematic-country-diagnostic, 55. 

http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/180611468100727814/Panama-Locking-in-success-a-systematic-country-diagnostic
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/180611468100727814/Panama-Locking-in-success-a-systematic-country-diagnostic
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essentially create an insurmountable barrier between the plant and animal populations of North 
and South America.  

Civil Society and its Role in Conservation 
 In countries with strong and effective states, land conservation and management are 
overseen by the government. An example of this is the United States, with its extensive tracts of 
national parks, forests, and government-owned lands. These areas fall under the domain of the 
Department of the Interior and subsequent offices like the National Parks Services and the Bureau 
of Land Management. In Panama, factors like economic inequality, especially amongst the nation’s 
indigenous populations, have proved this model ill suited. 
 Panama’s impressive economic growth has allowed it to invest in large infrastructure 
projects that help support national GDP growth but do little to ameliorate poverty rates and 
economic inequality in rural parts of the country. Between 2007 and 2012, urban areas saw a 40% 
decline in poverty compared to only 15% in rural areas and 4% in indigenous territories. As a 
whole, 26% of Panamanians still lived below the poverty line in 2012.13  
 Rural communities are still heavily dependent on agriculture for both subsistence and 
income. For the poorest 40% of Panamanians, agriculture is a key source of their incomes. This is 
even greater in the indigenous comarcas (self-governed indigenous territories) where two-thirds 
of income is derived from labor in the agricultural sector. These comarcas are also consistently the 
poorest areas in the country.14 While government programs have had success in other rural areas, 
they have had little impact in indigenous communities where farmers are culturally averse to cattle 
ranching and local laws prohibit pasturelands in large parts of the comarcas. Instead of benefiting 
indigenous communities, BDA and MIDA programs have been claimed to encourage non-
indigenous cattle ranchers to encroach upon comarcas and other nationally protected conservation 
zones.15 

 
13 World Bank, Panama - Locking in success, 1, 3. 
14 Ibid., 27. 
15 Meyer, Effectiveness of Panama as an Intercontinental Land Bridge, 63; Personal Conversations with indigenous 

farmers, 2004-2018. 
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Figure 1: The map depicts the key areas of conservation across Panama as well as the various 
indigenous comarcas. National Parks are show in green and all other protected areas are marked 
with the forward slash pattern.16 

A different strategy is necessary to mitigate the dual demands for economic development 
and environmental conservation. The wellbeing of rural Panamanians cannot be ignored, but at 
the same time, action must be taken to mitigate the existential threat to Mesoamerican biodiversity. 
Panamanian NGOs and international organizations have led the debate in calling for programs that 
focus on grassroots development and land management as the solution to these seemingly 
conflicting agendas. The key is empowering the very community to be actors in the movement for 
conservation and sustainable development.   

 
16 Oestreicher, Jordan S., Karina Benessaiah, Maria C. Ruiz-Jaen, Sean Sloan, Kate Turner, Johanne Pelletier, Bruno 

Guay, et al. “Avoiding Deforestation in Panamanian Protected Areas: An Analysis of Protection Effectiveness and 

Implications for Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation.” Global Environmental 

Change 19, no. 2 (2009): 281. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2009.01.003. 
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 Traditional top down environmental management has exacerbated unsustainable use of 
land and resources while further marginalizing the most vulnerable members of society.17 
Grassroots approaches instead seek to work with communities to address underlying causes that 
lead to deforestation. The goal is to support community-based organizations with the financial and 
logistical support they need to design and implement projects that incorporate both conservation 
and sustainable environment goals. 
 This grassroots approach has been strongly encouraged by the United Nations 
Development Programme’s Small Grants Programme (SGP). Their mission is to provide funding, 
technical training, and capacity building to local community-based NGOs that in turn implement 
projects ranging from watershed conservation to agroforestry projects that plant local hardwoods 
to support forest health and cash crops like coffee and cacao to bolster communities’ incomes. 
According to the SGP’s website, they have supported over 20,000 community projects to date 
that focus on “conservation of biodiversity, mitigation and adaption to climate change, prevention 
of soil degradation…. at the same time that generate the means for a sustainable life.”18  
 The SGP has partnered with local NGOs that focus work to educate rural Panamanians on 
the importance of environmental conservation. Ricardo Moreno, president of Yaguará, a 
Panamanian NGO that documents the health of jaguar populations, publishes a monthly 
newsletter with advice on how cattle ranchers can mitigate the threat from jaguars and other 
predators.19 He also takes every opportunity to speak with rural Panamanians about the impact of 
environmental degradation on their communities and livelihood.20 Raquel Cunampio is the 
president of the indigenous youth organization Ejua Wadra (Guardians of the Earth). They 
incorporate the cosmology and traditions of the Embera people in education programs taught at 
local schools. These local leaders are the key to ensuring that conservation efforts respect the 
needs of rural Panamanians. 

Conclusion 
 The Mesoamerican Biological Corridor is of tremendous importance to all people of the 
western hemisphere, but ultimately, its future rests in the hands of local actors. On one hand, they 
are the ones least responsible for climate change and the large-scale human actions that are 
endangering the MBC. Think about the carbon footprint of an indigenous farmer compared to that 
of your average middle-class citizen of the world. Yet, on the other hand, they bare an 
incommensurate role in protecting the last vital refuges of biodiversity on the continents. Lands 
that they have called home for generations.  

 
17 Oestreicher, “Avoiding Deforestation in Panamanian Protected Areas,” 280. 
18 “¿Qué Es El PPD?” ¿Qué es el PPD? - SGP Programa de Pequeñas Donaciones del FMAN Panamá. Accessed 

November 14, 2019. https://www.ppdpanama.org/conocenos/que-es.html. 
19 Moreno, “Conflicto Felinos & Humanos En Panamá,” 66. 
20 Ricardo Moreno, email message with author, November 11, 2019. 



Panama: The Imperiled Link in the Mesoamerican Biological Corridor 
 

 The need to preserve these lands must not come at the cost of denying rural Panamanians 
the chance for prosperity so enjoyed by many in the developed world. Instead, they must be 
empowered as the actors on the front line of the fight to preserve the MBC. Programs must not 
only aim to conserve the land, but they must address the underlying socio-economic causes at the 
heart of why rural Panamanians are forced to exploit it.  Finally, local actors, government policies 
and international organizations must coordinate their programs to ensure that the biodiversity of 
the western hemisphere is protected for all. 
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