
Closing 
the Darien 

Gap? 
The Pan-American 
Highway's last Link 

by Alicia Korten ( ( we do not want the Pan·Ameri 
etm Highway built through 
our homelands'. stntcs 

Lcopoldo llaporiso, chid of the 13,<100 
Embcm·WounaanpeoplesofPanama's 
easternmost province, the Darien. I le 
states that th~ highways wit! CIIUW, 

·m~•v• deforestation, immigrauon b)· 
outs•ders. an mcmJS<: In drug traffick· 
crs, v•olcnct and the loss of our cui· 
ture' In October of 1993. the Panam~· 
man and Colomb"m governments 
signed agreements to begin studies thnt 
they hope will lead tot he connectiOn of 
North nnd South America through the 
Darien Gap. If this I 07 kilometer 
stretch Is butlt, the highway will run 
wtthout a break between Alaska and 
Atj;enurua's somhem tip. 

The O:mcn Gap is one of the world's 
mOSl b•oiQg~cally richndnfo~s and a 
cntical comdor between North and 
South American ecosystems for plant 
and wildlife. The area is home to 
roughly 40,000 mhabitants. includlnt: 
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Rvc distinct Indigenous nations, Afri· 
c::.n-Amcricans, and m~tizo colonists. 
UNF.SCOdeclanid the Darien National 
1'3rk, the largest in Ccntrnl America, a 
World Heritage Site an(llllos[ihere R¢· 
serve in 1981 and 1983 respective!)• 
beca1.1se of its cuhur:~l and biological 
di\WStty. 

The Colombian and Pnnamaman 
governments are explonng three dlf· 
fet't'nt routes .. one along the P:loflc 
Co;1St, one along the Adnnuc Co..'\St, 
~nd one through the isthmu~·s middle 
which would pass through the border 
community Palo de Lctms. The Palo de 
I euas ro1.1te is the shortest, least co$tly 
and most favored. All routes lY.lSS 
through Embera. Wounaan and Kuna 
temtortes. The Palo de l..etrns route 
cuts through the Indigenous commu
nufes Pucuro. Paya. Cut>t. Aru~ and 
01hers as well as through the Onnen 
National Park and the Knuos Pnrk m 
Colombia--both of whtch haw rcgula
uons permitting the highway's con
su·uction. 

Pressure to build the road comes 
primarily from South t\mericnn gov
ernments and industnes who want 
grtnter access to Nonh American m.•r· 
kets. Colombia. MeXICO and Venczt•ela 

are promotmg the highway'sconstruc
tion most aggrcssh·cl)' due to a recent!)' 
signed f(ee u11dcagrccmcm. "The high· 
way ... will fncllhate trade of pem>
leum, COltOn. cloth, iron, steel. and 
other goods between Mexico, Colom
bia and Venezuela.." statts juan 
Castancg~~. Colombia's Director of the 
MirusuyofForetgnAffitir'slatin Ameri· 
can~k 

Extending the Pnn-Amencan high· 
way is part of the Colombian govern· 
ments aggressive de,·elopment pack· 
age for the region. The Pacific Plan is 
a complementary mega-project aimed 
at opening the region to multiple fomlS 
or resource explottntion (seeAbya Yala. 
V. 7:3&4). The plan has gone through 
tnan)" t:eV\5\00.S StnCC US tmtoal draft in 
1983. whtch ~tatcd that 'thise..xtensh·e 
region contains imme~ forest. fiSh· 
ing, ri•-er-and ~-b:tst:d mineral re
sources which the countr)' reqmres 
immediately. • The 1992 proposal how· 
ever, begins wn h discussion of sustain
able development and poverty allcvia· 
tion and then contmues with the prevl· 
ous goals of otl exploration, mining. 
largescale agriculture. commercial fiSh· 
mg and tourism. Together. these 
proJects thmuen 1 he region wtth mas 
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Sl\'e changc··changc whtch local 
pt0p1a frrl wtU dbpl.ltt thtar com· 
munmn and ck\btatc the ~'s 
C'ft\1ronmcnt 

lnc:h~tcnous pcol'lb far thc luglt
"~)' " ould cr.xlt the furcsu on whoch 
thr tr way of hfc dcPfnch by facthtaung 
the area's coloomnllon and devclop· 
mcm In Oeccmlx:r of 199), over 500 
delegates from dllfcrcnt Embcra· 
Wounaan contn>lmlllcs p.1sscd a rcso
lunon Staling their 'rcjcCIIOn Of the 
PDn·American l lll(h" ~y·~construcllon 
th rough l ndt~:~rnou• tcrm orics I n 
P~n~na· because, ' the construct ton of 
the Pan-Arntne.on htgh"'11)' through our 
t~"'"'lldcauw ti'Kpaablrcbm
• to our fornb. m crs. flor2 :and 
bmb upon,. hKh depend ou.r broth
o-;, •nd 'l.>lcr- thc arumals and our 
n\-cr cuhu~ Thc "-OOncb ca~ b)· 
the ~em COfUIIUC1t<>n of the Pan
Anw-ncan htll)\w•> to v.,,. = suU 
fresh Thl$ C<'lblfll4t10n Cl~ the 
com·crston of our tcmu>ncs tnto tov.• 
p;t~tures and liulr by little the extinc
tion of the b•oolv,·tl>ty of our lands.• 
Six indig••nou~ orwmiz,ulons in the 
Darien Gap hnV<' funned a co.1liuon 
calltd the lndt&cnous Pan-Amcncan 
litgh,.ayCommt<•ICm(IPAHC)togam 
a \'OK'C tn upcommt ntj:Oilauons "We 
arc dcmandmg C>Ut kgal nghts tO C'On· 
~uhanon rcg,mllnjlln)· plan,. the SO"" 
cm mcnt ha, for our anttstral bnds•, 
~n Cl;&,mac C...rpoo. IPAHC. Co
ordan.uor 

Fund•"' for the 107lulomttcr hnk 
1$1\0l )-tt secu~ """~cr. thd ntcr· 
Amcn(';ln ()e,ck,pmcnt Bank (108)"-111 
103n P.mamo money to elaborate mmal 
technical Sllldtc~ Mtd cm"romnentai 
imp.1Ct $tQtCntflll~ rhe 108 \\'111 also 
proV1de Colombtn S I.' mllhonto reno
V3tc the P3n-Amcnc.ut liighway seg
ment Medellin-1 urb<1, nn ~•stmgroad 
that requires lla\'ing to suppon intcr
conttnentaltr.<ffll The Unned States 
J\O' 'Cmmem " ttl likely 1101 pro"de 
fundmg but m.ay ~uppon the pfOJCCI 
b) prO\t<hn& technical~. ac
conl"'' to Sl.&te !Xplnmtnt olrtcWs. 
lnd~ ptaple· uc d~ 
•n>· ou~ fundcrs from supponmg 
the protttt .,. 

30 

--

= .. 

Resolution of th• lndlg•noul Embers Wounaanand Kuna peoptu of 
Pan.ma at • Mtlonlll •ncounter to discuss exttntlon of th• Pan
Americlm high..,.y on MJ!y 8. 1994. in tiHt community of Comun, 
eom.rc. Embeta-W-. AnN of C..maco. 

8<Jono n1 t1uo1 ji)""''S a... • .--1 "~an noc rm>a:n 
wl<ru \\. thcrd. .... raoh'( the"'"""""" 

• Fu>t R<)«t the Pr~" th:ot the P.llti%D3nl.ll\ .and Col.>rnbUn Go--.mmmt> ""' 
dlscu<SI~~&,. ithln tht Good :"'d;')tbor Co<nmissoon to Optn 1ht Dlr1<n (.tp b) bwlcltng 
1h< f'm.Amrrl(,m li'Ch"'•l 

• S.Cond ll<nund tho '"'"'<d•~• U'JX1lSIOO of >tu.l~ hrtnll und.-n.~lu:n and tlul "tU 
be undfrL.Ikt"n h)• l~": Pan.un.mun .md Colomb1;1n j.tOV('mn\cnb, tu uprn the· 1),\ncn 
Cf.lp, whlc h tun,Ut\II('S C)u t T~tr1tonfs. 

•1'hlrd· In thr (''"' tl"tt tilcy <'~lllhtuc to meet to dt>c:u•llhr Opt·nll\ji of the l),u1rn Gap. 
""'demand the- JM<Iktp:nlc>n c>l hadtgcnous N>llons und.-r tqu>lconditi<lll',tO rl!'li!z< 
stud!<> and l'lro't~>rn.-nt PJ.ut-.. a S.diO!I.'lland lntcl1\.di(Jn.&l kwJ tlut rn.l) .•fleet our 
tcn'IIDtl, 

• Founh. I •pond ~llti) tht lndoncnou> Pm-Amcncm ti•J:h""> Corrunls$lon I o.ntn 
Gep),t., lndudttht lollov.tng a A mcmbermd.......,. Dl'theGtn<toiC"A!Wd>t.Sol 
tht Emhrr•·''"'"...., •nd Kuna b A rncmbu and o.\$btant uC l'ucum-1'•• .. and the 
OnCC\Id. 

• Fthh. Dcm.1nd tho! the \! bltul n. ... ......., .~ ouch u the hlltr Amcnart 
Ot\clupuxmlbnk 1108 tbt \\Crld IIW:Xld ethcD,IU>pmd a!l <miillorStla<holnd 
~ tn rdloon IO tbt Opmin& ('( :b< J:>onm Wp and the poi\OC1patlon ol tbt 
lnd~nous s .. ....,.,n.n M.o"' •nd D<-"Ciopmrmll"rojtctstl= .. 111:d!ra •l\lfltrrttones 

• S.X1h Rtqlldl th< 1n«m.ttl<>noll Communuy and 'i<alid.lnt)' Group; "' dtrt"""' tlut 
Fin.ut(ing J\g,·ndC' .uki 1h.: t\U\ilm.ll\tln :and Colomb1.m C'fO\·tmmtuh ~Lw te-al 
panklp.liiPII U1 tho lndlg>:IMOlS r<;,UIOI\S r~LnR pL\n, 1M th< rc~tWn 

Cactqut l<MI<k• V~ldc: Kuo.a Grn<r•l Cong""" 
Caciqut lcojloldu 1\'lpotu<> t m~ra-Wounaan ('o(lltrnl Congrt>& 
CaCl(Ju•• llrn)lnun C..lrct.:t Modus.>nd• G<:ntnll Congtt"!o 
Cactqut C•tlllft111 Ay•l.t Cacoqu< ol l'a)'a. 

For more inlmn•t ion <O<ILI<I 
a..tnm Cupi<•IPAIIC Co>onllNI«. HcrurHu.na<. ~ad,,..,. 
<ftmdon ~C"Mr<Ut:a ~Cmm>cl< \s:srftxil L<pll'opulu(O'AU') 
''"""tado~c.-,_~ Elo-do hnam1.Tel:l50n23~lSI h" UOn MM29 or, 
.\hcu Konm. Aclrii<X 1PAHC/Ed lith 5L, .-\pi •), :-.;..,. \;,rir, 1\)' IO(l()llfcll f"" 
(212) 24l 1901 




