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Panama

53

the south. Costa Rica borders Panama to the west and Colombia to the east. Panama’s territory includes numerous 
islands off both coasts.

Panama is a constitutional democracy with an elected president who is both chief of state and head of government. 
A unicameral National Assembly or Asamblea Nacional consisting of 78 elected representatives makes up the leg-
islative branch of the government. Panama’s economy relies heavily on the service sector, including the operation 
of the Panama Canal and other services related to shipping, banking, and tourism. It is also the most industrialized 
country in Central America. Administratively, Panama is divided into nine provinces and three provincial-level 
semi-autonomous indigenous territories or comarcas.

Over 70% of Panama’s population is mestizo or of mixed European and indigenous ancestry. About 6% are in-
digenous, made up of seven different ethnic groups, including the Ngöbe, Buglé, Kuna, Embera, Wounaan, Naso 
(Teribe), and Bribri. About half the population lives in the Panama Canal’s terminal cities of Panama and Colón, 

cism and Protestantism account for 85% and 15% of the population respectively.

Panama is a rugged country with mountain chains running almost its entire length, broken only in the area of the 
Panama Canal. The western chain, the Talamancas, reaches higher elevations, including Volcán Baru (3475 m) 
in Chiriquí province, the country’s highest peak. Cerro Tacarcuna (1875 m), part of the Serranía de Darien, is 

However, in most of Panama the ranges are closer to the Caribbean coast, and on the Caribbean side extensive 

much wider, reaching up to 100 km in width.

Panama lies entirely within the tropics, and there is little seasonal variation in temperature. The lowlands are warm 
year round, while the highlands are cooler. Average temperatures in the lowlands range from approximately 22 to 
32 °C, and in the highlands from 10 °C to the low 20s °C, occasionally dropping to below freezing on the highest 
peaks. The dry season in most of Panama extends from mid December to late April. The wet season occupies the 
rest of the year, October and November being the wettest months. There is often a six-week lull in the rains in July 

dry season, and some places on the Caribbean slope being rainy year round. Annual rainfall can be as low as 1000 

Panama has a great variety of habitats due to its diverse topography and climates. Environments include savanna 
(mostly of human origin due to burning) and deciduous and semi-deciduous forest in drier parts of the lowlands, 
broadleaved evergreen forests in wet lowlands, and submontane and montane forests (including cloud forest) in the 
highlands. A small amount of paramo, a type of montane grass and shrubland, is found on the peak of Panama’s 
second highest mountain, Cerro Fábrega. There are extensive areas of mangrove forest around the Gulfs of Panama 

shore at low tide. Most freshwater coastal wetlands have been converted to agriculture, although remnants exist in 
the provinces of Panama and Herrera.



Panama still retains much of its original forest cover, 44% of the country 
still being in forest as of 2003. Panama’s National Protected Area System, 
managed by the National Environmental Authority (ANAM, in Spanish), 
is composed of 66 areas, totaling some 2.5 million hectares and represent-
ing approximately 34% of the country’s area. The newest of these areas 
is the Upper Bay of Panama (Box 1). Of these, 19 have management 
plans and 36 have been through a process of strategic planning (ANAM 
2006). There is a training program to increase capacity in issues such as 
planning, GIS, sustainable tourism, and trail construction for park staff, 
community groups, and other stakeholders in the protected area system. 
Ecotourism as well as more general tourism has been highlighted as a 
priority strategy within nine selected areas. Seven new areas are currently 
being considered for inclusion within the protected area system.

Panama has four Ramsar sites totaling 159,903 ha, designated between 
1990 and 2003, the largest of which is the Golfo de Montijo at 80,765 ha 
in the province of Veraguas. Three sites have been listed by UNESCO as 
Natural World Heritage sites: Coiba National Park and its Special Zone 
of Marine Protection; Darien National Park; and Talamanca Range-La 
Amistad Reserves/La Amistad International Park. Darien National Park 
and La Amistad International Park are also designated as Biosphere Re-
serves. Coiba National Park is of international importance as part of the 

At 976 species, Panama has the second highest number of birds of any 
country in Central and North America despite its relatively small size. 
This great diversity stems in part from Panama’s geological history. The 
isthmus was once part of an archipelago stretching between North and 
South America, which probably contributed to the evolution of Panama’s 
wealth of regional endemics. Once a complete land bridge emerged, a 
great interchange began of the previously separate faunas of the two con-
tinents. Today many North American species reach their southern limit 
in Panama, as do many South American species for their northern limit. 
Many North American migrants pass through Panama en route to winter-

Atlantic reach Panama’s coasts.

in Ecuador, Gorgona and Malpelo islands in Colombia and Isla Cocos of 
Costa Rica. This initiative ties in with the First Corridor of Sustainable 
Use of Marine Biodiversity, a UNEP proposal, aiming to promote both 
conservation and development through educational ecotourism, among 
other activities.

Despite the extent of the protected area system, many threats to Panama’s 
natural environments remain. ANAM in many places lacks enough staff 
or resources to patrol existing protected areas or enforce regulations. 
There are strong pressures from political and economic interests for 
development in many areas. Problems in or adjacent to protected areas 
include illegal clearing for development, agriculture, cattle raising, and 
timber; uncontrolled burning during the dry season; road construction; 
and extraction of minerals or construction materials. Other threats to birds 

sport. Pesticides and other chemicals used in agriculture may also pose a 
threat to shorebirds and seabirds feeding in coastal waters.

Sixteen globally threatened bird species occur regularly in Panama 
(BirdLife International 2007)1. Of these, two are Endangered, Great 
Green Macaw (Ara ambiguus) and Yellow-billed Cotinga (Carpodectes
antoniae
larly occurring Near Threatened species. An additional 10 threatened 
and three Near Threatened species have been recorded as vagrants.

et al.
1998), covering about 70% of the country’s total area. Three EBAs are 
shared with Costa Rica: Central American Caribbean slope (EBA 019), 
Costa Rica and Panama highlands (EBA 020), South Central American 

024) and Darien Lowlands (EBA 023). A total of 104 restricted-range 
species are found in Panama, of which 8 are endemic to Panama alone. 
Three additional endemic forms are recognized by some authorities as 

)

1The Vulnerable Escudo Hummingbird (Amazilia [tzacatl] handleyi) is not recognised as a species by BirdLife International as of 2008, reducing the number of threatened species to 15. 
This directory uses 2007 IUCN categories throughout.



full species. Escudo Hummingbird (Amazilia handleyi
Escudo de Veraguas (400 ha), is now considered a subspecies of Rufous-
tailed Hummingbird (A. tzacatl) but is much larger2. Azuero Parakeet 
(Pyrrhura eisenmanni, regarded as part of Painted Parakeet; P. picta),
named in honor of Eugene Eisenmann, Panama’s most eminent native-
born ornithologist, has an extremely small range in the southwestern 
Azuero Peninsula where it is seriously threatened by deforestation and 
capture for the pet trade. It occurs in the Cerro Hoya National Park IBA.
Coiba Spinetail (Cranioleuca dissita, considered a subspecies of the 
geographically distant Rusty-backed Spinetail; C. vulpina) is restricted
to Coiba Island (270,000 ha).

Panama has 108 biome-restricted species belonging to two biomes, 68 
in the Chiriquí-Darién Highlands (CDH) and 40 in the Gulf-Caribbean 
Slope (GCS). 

Panama’s central location in the hemisphere makes it a critical route 
of passage for many migratory species. A total of 169 neotropical mi-
grants that breed farther north regularly reach Panama, some wintering 
in the country while others are passage migrants en route to winter-
ing grounds in South America. Only one land bird breeding in South 
America, Brown-chested Martin (Progne tapera) regularly migrates 
to Panama. Several marine species breeding in the southern oceans 
also reach Panama. A few species, including Swallow-tailed Kite (Ela-

), Plumbeous Kite (Ictinia plumbea), Common Night-
hawk (Chordeiles minor), Piratic Flycatcher (Legatus leucophaius),
and Yellow-green Vireo ( ) breed in Panama but mi-
grate to South America during the non-breeding season.

)

Panama is a critical migratory bottleneck for several species of soaring 
raptors, which rely on thermals and so must migrate over land (Box 
2). In 2004, more than 3.1 million raptors were counted on southward 
migration through Panama in a period of six weeks, mostly Turkey 

Vultures (Cathartes aura), Broad-winged Hawks (Buteo platypterus),
and Swainson’s Hawks (B. swainsoni). The country is also a critical 
staging and wintering area for shorebirds breeding in North America, 

tant habitat. More than a million shorebirds pass through this area 
each year, including approximately 30% of the global population of 
Western Sandpiper (Calidris mauri). Many small passerines also pass 
through the country, species such as Barn Swallow (Hirundo rusti-
ca), Cliff Swallow (Petrochelidon pyrrhonota), and Dickcissel (Spiza
americana

)

)

)

)

)

)

)

2

threshold populations of the Near Threatened White-crowned Pigeon (Patagioenas leucocephala). 292



The IBA program in Panama began in 1995 when the Panama Audubon 
Society (PAS) obtained funding from Fundación Natura to initiate the 

the program began with a national workshop in 1996 in which IBA cri-
teria, including national criteria, were discussed and 83 potential sites 

base on bird distribution was created, now holding more than 70,000 
records. Other data were provided through two programs of the Smith-
sonian Tropical Research Institute, the Panama Canal Watershed Moni-
toring Program (in partnership with ANAM) and the Legacy Resources 
Management Program, funded by the US Department of Defense. A 
second workshop in 1998 was held to review results and obtain addi-
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and implement conservation actions, including educational and train-
ing programs in bird observation for park guards and local residents. A 
site directory in Spanish and English was published in 2003 (Angehr 

sessment has been revised and updated for the present directory.

To date, 53 global IBAs have been designated in Panama, covering a 
total area of 2,501,046 ha or almost 29% of the country’s land area 
(Table 1, Figure 1). Thirty-eight (72%) of Panama’s IBAs have been 

in one IBA each (Table 2). Eighteen of the 24 Near Threatened species 
present in the country are covered by IBAs.

and all restricted-range species present in Panama have been con-

106 of 108 biome-restricted species 
present in Panama. Nineteen IBAs 

ria: 13 under A4i, four under A4iii 
and six under A4iv for migratory 

raptors (Box 1).

Habitat cover is predominantly forest, with over 90% of IBAs having 
this as a principal habitat type (Figure 2). With regard to protection 
status, 34 IBAs (almost 65% of the total) are formally protected either 
wholly or in part; the remaining 19 lack any form of legal protection.
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in 2003, two of them, El Chorogo and the Upper Bay of Panama, stood 
out because they were entirely unprotected and in danger of being lost 
to development. El Chorogo is a narrow remnant of forested land along 

the help of the Amos Butler Audubon Society, PAS purchased 180 
hectares. With the encouragement of PAS, Panama’s environmental 
agency ANAM is proceeding towards declaring the entire remaining 
area of forest, including the part owned and protected by PAS, a na-

a protected area in 2009 (Box 2).

PAS has put considerable effort into creating public awareness of the 
importance of coastal wetlands, and in particular the wetlands of the 
Upper Bay of Panama. This has included conducting an educational 
program in rural and urban schools, organizing a migratory bird festi-
val, holding drawing contests, and establishing a monitoring program 
in rural communities. In 2006, PAS was a key player in the creation 
of the Panama National Wetlands Committee, an ANAM-sponsored 
advisory committee for the government which facilitates the participa-

RARE pride campaign in an urban community adjacent to mangroves, 
with the objective of making citizens aware of the importance of the 

of wetlands has also led to substantial coverage by television, radio, 
and newspapers.

sored database of bird records for Panama that allows participants to 
enter data on birds they observe. One of the projects set up with the da-

an IBA by local participants, the project records breeding activity of 
local birds and whether migratory birds use the area for feeding or just 
roosting. A similar project with less stringent reporting requirements, 
minimally recording presence or absence within a particular IBA, is 
designed to promote wider participation in Worldbirds Panama. A third 
project is designed to record observations of large concentrations of 
raptors anywhere within Panama to help trace migration routes within 
the country. PAS expects to promote this project among schools in 
Panama so that students can record raptor migration at various times 
throughout the school day.

In 2006, PAS published a site guide for birders, Where to Find Birds 
in Panama (Angehr et al. 2006). The book is designed to increase use 
of Panama’s natural areas, including many IBAs, by bird tourists from 
other countries. By making IBAs a part of Panama’s tourist economy, 
the government will be more inclined to provide protection for them.

).
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