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El Movimiento por la Defensa de los Territorios y Ecosistemas de Bocas del Toro (MODETEAB), & la Organización Territorial Ngäbe, Buglé y Campesina de la Región Norte de Santa Fe

Executive Summary

Background:  The signatory organizations express our deep concern regarding the project to construct Panama’s Fourth Electrical Transmission Line, which is being advanced by ETESA, the state-owned transmission company of Panama. The Fourth Transmission Line would cross more than 330 kilometers along the Atlantic coast of Panama, affecting numerous lands and territories that have been inhabited by Indigenous Ngäbe and Buglé communities for generations. 

Drawing on this Committee’s recognition of the importance of respecting and protecting Indigenous peoples’ cultural values and rights associated with their ancestral lands—including for the preservation of their particular way of life, their traditional means of subsistence, their natural resources, and their cultural identity[footnoteRef:1]—this submission describes how the Fourth Transmission Line would negatively impact the rights of Indigenous communities, as follows:  [1:  Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, General Comment No. 21 on the right of everyone to take part in cultural life (2009), Doc. E/C.12/GC/21, par. 36.] 


The right of Indigenous peoples to maintain their traditional means of subsistence and way of life:  By crossing their ancestral lands, the Fourth Transmission Line would threaten the ancestral way of life of the affected Indigenous communities, including their traditional livelihoods and agricultural practices. The Fourth Transmission Line is expected to pave the way for additional development projects in the area, such as a coastal highway, real estate speculation, mining projects, and even hydroelectric dams. Such development would increasingly force Indigenous communities to migrate from their ancestral lands to non-Indigenous areas of Panama, where their cultural identity and way of living in harmony with nature would be at risk of disappearing.

The right of Indigenous peoples to conserve and protect their lands and natural resources:  If constructed along more than 300 kilometers of Panama’s Atlantic coast, as currently planned, the Fourth Transmission Line would endanger of one of Panama’s last intact tropical forests, which has been home to the Ngäbe and Buglé peoples for thousands of years. The Fourth Line would likely be followed by projects that would further accelerate deforestation, contaminate the area’s rivers, and threaten the region’s unique biodiversity, thus undermining Indigenous communities’ right to conserve the environment and natural resources in their ancestral lands.

The right of Indigenous peoples to maintain their cultural traditions and identities: In light of the intrinsic connection between Indigenous peoples’ lands and how they define their cultures, the Fourth Line’s incursion onto the ancestral territories of the Ngäbe and Buglé peoples would have profound ramifications for their traditions and identities. For generations, they have protected and benefited from the forest in the region, using its rich biodiversity as their natural pharmacy and its rivers as a sustainable means of transport. The Ngäbe and Buglé reiterate that they are accustomed to living in harmony with nature and that, if they are forced to leave their ancestral territories, the very social and cultural fabric of their peoples—including their languages, their family structures, their cultural values, and their entire way of life—would be changed forever and could disappear entirely.

Inadequate legal protections for Indigenous peoples’ traditional lands leaves them further vulnerable to rights violations. Several Indigenous communities who would be affected by the Fourth Transmission Line have yet to receive legal recognition of their traditional lands. The Indigenous territories in the district of Norte de Santa Fe were left outside of the Ngäbe, Buglé and Campesinos Comarca upon its creation in 1997. In the Chiriquí Grande district, a number of Indigenous territories were designated by law as áreas anexas of this Comarca, yet the official demarcation of these areas was never completed. As a result, the Indigenous communities in both districts remain in a situation of legal insecurity, which has left them further vulnerable to violations of the economic, social, and cultural rights associated with their lands.

Insufficient processes for obtaining Indigenous peoples’ free, prior, and informed consent have left Indigenous communities in Panama unprotected in the face of development projects that threaten to undermine their rights.  In the context of the Fourth Transmission Line, ETESA did not duly consult with all affected Indigenous communities before approving the project, nor has it obtained their free, prior, and informed consent. The Fourth Transmission Line illustrates a persistent pattern of projects being illegitimately imposed on the territories of Indigenous peoples in Panama, revealing how outside economic interests are prioritized over Indigenous peoples’ economic, social, and cultural rights, as well as their claims to their traditional lands.

Based on the information contained in this parallel report, we respectfully urge the Committee to include in its List of Issues the following request to the State of Panama:

Please explain what concrete measures the State Party has taken to ensure that development projects — including the Fourth Transmission Line — do not undermine Indigenous peoples’ rights to their ancestral lands and to self-determination, including free, prior, and informed consent, so as to respect their rights to conserve their traditional livelihoods, to protect their lands and natural resources, and to conserve their cultural identities and customs.
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