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Closing
the Darien
Gap?

The Pan-American
Highway's last Link

by Alicia Korten

e ¢ do not want the Pan-Ameri
can Highway built through
our homelands", states

Leopoldo Baporiso, chief of the 13,400
Embera-Wounaan peoples of Panama's
easternmost province, the Darien. He
states that the highways will cause,
"massive delorestation, immigration by
outsiders, an increase in drug traflick-
ers, violence and the loss of our cul-
ture”. In October of 1993, the Panama-
nian and Colombian governments
signed agreemenis Lo begin studies that
they hope will lead 1o the connection of
North and South America through the
Darien Gap. I this 107 kilometer
stretch is built, the highway will run
without a break between Alaska and
Argentina's southern tip.

The Darien Gapis one of the world's
most biologically rich rainforests and a
critical comidor between North and
South American ecosystems for plant
and wildlife. The area is home to
roughly 40,000 inhabitants, including

Alicta Korlen 15 the associaie director of the
Center for Popular Legal Assistance's Indig-
emots Program (CEALP) in Panama. She works
with the Indigenous Pan-Amenican Highway
Commlssion

Dalagmas from thmughnm the Emb-e-raaWnunan mrntur-_.r wravelled b',r riverto a
meeting regarding construction of the Pan-American highway

five distinct Indigenous nations, Alfri-
can-Americans, and mestizo colonists.
UNESCO declared the Darien National
Park, the largest in Central America, a
World Heritage Site and Biosphere Re-
serve in 1981 and 1983 respectively
because of its cultural and biological
diversity.

The Colombian and Panamanian
governments are exploring three dil-
feremt routes--one along the Pacific
Coast, one along the Atlantic Coast,
and one through the isthmus's middle
which would pass through the border
community Palo de Letras, The Palode
Letras route is the shortest, least costly
and most favored. All routes pass
through Embera, Wounaan and Kuna
territories.  The Palo de Letras route
cuts through the Indigenous commu-
nities Pucuro, Paya, Cupé, Aruza and
others as well as through the Darien
National Park and the Katios Park in
Colombia--both of which have regula-
tions permitting the highway's con-
struction.

Pressure to build the road comes
primarily from South American gov-
ernments and industries who want
greater access to North American mar-
kets. Colombia, Mexicoand Venezuela

are promoting the highway's construc-
tion most aggressively due to a recently
signed [ree trade agreement. "The high-
way ... will facilitate trade of petro-
leum, cotton, cloth, iron, steel, and
other goods between Mexico, Colom-
bia and Venezuela," states Juan
Castanega, Colombia's Director of the
Ministry of Foreign Allar's Latin Ameri-
can Desk.

Extending the Pan-Amencan high-
way is part of the Colombian govern-
ments aggressive development pack-
age for the region. The Pacific Plan is
a complementary mega-project aimed
at opening the region to multiple forms
of resource exploitation (see AbyaYala,
V. 7:3&4). The plan has gone through
many revisions since its initial draft in
1983, which stated that "this extensive
region contains immense forest, fish-
ing, river-and sea-based mineral re-
sources which the country requires
immediately.” The 1992 proposal how-
ever, begins with discussion of sustain-
able development and poverty allevia-
tionand then continues with the previ-
ous goals of oil exploration, mining,
large scale agriculture, commercial fish-
ing and tourism. Together, these
projects threaten the region with mas
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their way of life depends by facilitating
the area's colonization and develop-
ment. In December of 1993, over 500
delegates from different Embera-
Wounaan communities passed a reso-
lution stating their *rejection of the
Pan-American Highway's construction
through Indigenous territories in
Panama® because, “the construction of

pastures and little by little the extinc-
tion of the biodiveristy of our lands.”
Six indigenous organizations in the

p have lormed a coalition

Funding for the 107 kilometer link
is not yet secured. However, the Inter-
American Development Bank (IDB) will
loan Panama money to claborate initial
technical studies and environmental
impact statements. The IDB will also
provide Colombia $1,5 million to reno-
vate the Pan-American Highway seg-
ment Medellin-Turbo, an existing road
that requires paving to support inter-
continental traffic. The United States






