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Introduction
The Republic of Panama is the southernmost country of Central America. Situated on an isthmus connecting 
North and South America, it borders by Costa Rica to the northwest, Colombia to the southeast, the Caribbean
Sea to the north and the Pacific Ocean to the south.

Panama coastline includes a great diversity of ecosystems. Mangrove swamps and associated sea-grass beds
occur along parts of both coasts, but are most heavily developed on the Pacific coast, particularly the Gulfs of 
San Miguel and Chiriqui. Panama is, indeed, the home to the largest mangrove forests in Central America, 
including 7 species Red mangroves (Rhizopora mangle and R. brevistyla), black mangroves (Avicennia 
germinans and A. bicolor), white mangrove (Laguncularia racemosa), mora (Mora oleifera) and castaño 
(Montrichardia arborescens) mangle piñuelo (Pelliciera rhizophorae) and Avicennia tonduzii. The mangroves of
the Pacific coast of Panama support thousands of Nearctic shorebirds and Neotropical wading birds and 
seabirds (Loftin 1991, Butler et al. 1992, Morrison et al., In press). In the dry season (from January to April), the
Intertropical Convergence Zone (ITCZ) creates an upwelling of cold, nutrient-rich waters in the Gulf of Panama,
which attracts large numbers of fish-eating birds.
Several key estuaries in the Pacific coast supported high densities of waterbirds including the Golfo de San 
Miguel, Bahia de Parita, Golfo de Montijo , Bahia de Muerta and Bahia de Panama, having the latter the 
highest densities along the shoreline of the Bahia de Panama. Hundreds of millions of birds pass through 
Panama each year on their passage between breeding and wintering grounds. Bahia de Panama, in particular,
appears to play a prominent role in the structure of waterbird migration systems throughout the Americas.  
Panama has five Ramsar Sites: the Punta Patiño Wetland (1993), the Gulf of Montijo Wetland (1990), the San
San Pond Sak Wetland (1993), the Eastern Region of the Bahía de Panamá Wetland (2003) and the Damani-
Guariviara Wetland (2004).

There are 4 species of sea turtles that nest on the coast of Panama including the leatherback (Dermochelys 
coriacea), hawksbill (Eretmochelys imbricata), green turtle (Chelonia mydas) and loggerhead turtle (Caretta 
caretta). The beaches of Bastimentos and Zapatilla Cay (Bocas del Toro) are the beaches the Hawksbill turtles
use for nesting, being the area one of the most important nesting grounds for this species in the western 
hemisphere, together with Chiriquí beach. The loggerhead turtle nests as well in beaches in the Bocas del 
Toro. The Leatherback Turtle can be spotted between March and June along the beaches of Bluff and 
Bastimentos. Green turtles nest every two to five years between June and August, most commonly, off the 
Azuero Peninsula in central Panama. Cetaceans also occur in the area, including the Sei Whale (Balaenoptera
borealis), the Blue Whale (Balaenoptera musculus), and the Humpback Whale (Megaptera novaeangliae). 
Previous studies indicate that the waters off the Pacific coast of Panama sustain a diverse and abundant 
population of cetaceans (Townsend 1935).
The Bastimentos National Marine Park (Bocas Del Toro), apart from its reefs, it includes Zapatilla Cays and the
mangrove system and lagoons of its south littoral. It is one of the three protected zones for the endangered 
manatee and the park is located on the south-central corridor of the Caribbean tarpon spawning grounds. 
Green turtles use the islands as nesting sites in August and September.
The Coiba National Park is located in the southern end of Chiriqui Gulf in Panama around 10 and 55 kms off 
the coast. It is an archipelago conformed by 38 islands. Damas Bay’s barrier reef on Coiba Island (136 ha) is 
the second largest of the Tropical Eastern Pacific Marine Corridor. The Leatherback Turtle (Dermochelys 
coriacea), the Hawksbill Turtle (Eretmochelys imbricate ), the Olive Ridley Turtle (Lepidochelys olivacea), the 
Loggerhead Turtle (Caretta caretta) inhabits its waters. Among them are the Humpback Whale, Sperm Whale, 
the Orca, Long Finned pilot Whale, the False Killer whale, Bottlenose and Spotted dolphins
The Panama Canal is approximately 80 kilometers long between the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans. This 
waterway was cut through one of narrowest saddles of the isthmus that joins North and South America. Ships 
from all parts of the world transit daily through the Panama Canal. Some 13 to 14 thousand vessels use the 
Canal every year. In fact, commercial transportation activities through the Canal represent approximately 5% of
the world trade. The Canal operates 24 hours a day, 365 days a year, providing transit service to vessels of all
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nations. A great amount of oil is transported through the Panama Canal and through pipelines in the region, 
creating a constant threat of spills.

Regional Seas
Pacific Ocean
Caribbean Sea

Past experience
Panama has experienced a number of oil pollution incidents, primarily of collisions and groundings in the 
Panama Canal. In 1986 a major oil spill due to a ruptured storage tank at a coastal refinery occurred in the 
Bahia Las Minas which polluted the Caribbean coastal environments.  Few Km. of the coast were heavily oiled
and included extensive areas of mangroves, intertidal reef flats, seagrass beds, and subtidal coral reefs.  
Heavy oiling was observed along much of the coast between Isla Margarita and Islas Naranjos. Effects of the 
1986 spill on mangroves were readily apparent after a few months when mature trees died over large areas. 
The spill had deleterious effects on shallow subtidal reef corals. Impacts on the mangroves have been greatly 
documented.  Post-spill studies of the spill have been carried out by the Smithsonian Tropical Research 
Institute (STRI)'s Galeta Island Marine Education Center (located on the Caribbean entrance to the Panama 
Canal, near the city of Colon). Since the 1986 spill there have been additional small spills in parts of the study 
region. These include a diesel spill at Toro Point in May 1988 and fuel oil spills in December 1988 and June 
1990 from the electrical generating station.
In February 2007, one of the crude oil tanks at the Petroterminales of Panama terminal (Chiriqui Grande , 
Bocas del Toro Province) spilt 5000 tonnes of crude oil at Laguna de Chiriquí (Caribbean Sea).  It caused 
damaged on the coastal resources, affecting fishing grounds. No reports on oiled wildlife exist.

Response: the role of the authorities
Oil pollution control in Panamanian waters rests with the Maritime Authority of Panama (AMP). AMP has 
appointed Ocean Pollution Control, a private company, to carry out actual clean-up operations coming from 
land or sea, under the supervision of AMP pollution officials.  There is a draft of the National Oil Spill 
Contingency Plan that has been developed along guidelines recommended by the International Maritime 
Organisation. It is pending final approval from the authorities.
Any spills within the Panama Canal or in the 12 miles sea approach cannel are the responsibility of the 
Autoridad del Canal de Panama (ACP).

The National Environment Authority of Panama will most likely assume responsibility for oiled wildlife response.
ANAM has elaborated sensitivity maps. The Aquatic Resources Authority will most likely be involved as well. 
There is a number for environmental disasters.

Oiled wildlife response
Formal guidelines?
Panama does not have a wildlife response plan in place or any formal guidelines.

Response objectives and strategy
Pending information

Euthanasia or rehabilitation?
It is expected that rehabilitation of oiled animals will be allowed, but local expertise and permanent facilities for

2© Sea Alarm Foundation, 2006
This Country Wildlife Profile is subject to the accompanying Terms and Conditions



PANAMA
Country Wildlife Response Profiles
A Summary of oiled wildlife response
arrangements and resources worldwide

such a response is non existent.

Impact assessment
Unclear if there is any group that would carry an impact assessment. The Smithsonian Tropical Research 
Institute (STRI) will carry post spill studies on mangroves and coral reefs.

Notification and early response
n.a

Wildlife responders
There is neither wildlife rescue centre nor NGO with experience on rescuing and rehabilitating injured or oiled
marine wildlife.

The Panama Audubon Society (PAS), the BirdLife Partner in Panama, would most likely be called in upon 
response. It has broad knowledge on bird species and seasonal bird densities. The NGO could also provide 
national contacts in within the authorities and other groups.  Marviva, which operates in Costa Rica, Panama 
and Colombia, is regional non-for profit organisation dedicated to the conservation and sustainable use of 
marine and coastal resources. Panama Verde works with environmental and sustainable projects involving 
youth, therefore could provide a large number of volunteers in the aftermath of a spill. It organised clean up 
activities in Panama. Pending information on Promar, which is an NGO devoted to the protection of marine 
ecosystems in Panama, and the Panama Turtle Protection Group.

The Smithsonian Tropical Research Institution (STRI) in Panama does research on marine biodiversity and 
carries a number of post-spill studies, both short-term and long-term. Detailed information on coastal 
mangroves and associated wildlife and good contacts can be provided by the Project on Conservation and 
Restoration of the threatened areas of mangroves in the Pacific Panamanian. In Panama, the Endangered 
Wildlife Trust has two projects on protection and conservation on leatherback turtles, one at Soropta and the 
other at Playa Larga. The Caribbean Conservation Corporation is working to protect and restore the hawksbill 
and leatherback sea turtle nesting population at Chiriquí Beach, Panama. World Wildlife Fund (WWF) is also 
working on seaturtles with local communities. The Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS) has been working on 
restoring the hawksbill nesting population on the Zapatilla Cays and Playa Larga.

Cooperation between stakeholders
n.a

Permanent facilities
There are no records of permanent facilities.

Current processes
n.a

Documentation and references
General references
ITOPF Country Profile
http://books.google.com/books?id=H9INVOMUgOAC&pg=PA59&lpg=PA59&dq=Galapagos+Penguin+in
+panama&source=bl&ots=9TWGhVHqBr&sig=yxXe4txWgg00lG1vvhIlZIRSSnM&hl=en&ei=ZFW6SfSvAsPD-
Aas3Py0BA&sa=X&oi=book_result&resnum=9&ct=result#PPA61,M1
http://www.eoearth.org/article/Gulf_of_Panama_mangroves
Garrity, S.D ., S.C . Levings and K.A . Burns . 1994 . The Galeta oil spill. I. Long-term effects
on the phsical structure of the mangrove fringe . Estuarine, Coastal and shelf Science 38:
327-348
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Terms and Conditions
These Country Wildlife Profiles are provided in good faith as a guide only and are based on information

obtained from a variety of sources over a period of time. This information is subject to change and should,
in each case, be independently verified before reliance is placed on it. Country Wildlife Profiles may have

been issued solely to incorporate additional or revised information under one heading only. Each Profile has
 therefore not necessarily been completely verified or updated as at the stated Date of Issue.

Sea Alarm hereby excludes, to the fullest extent permitted by applicable law, any and all liability to any person,
corporation or other entity for any loss, damage or expense resulting from reliance or use of these Country

Wildlife Profiles.
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These Country Wildlife Profiles may be reproduced by any means for noncommercial distribution without
addition, deletion or amendment, provided an acknowledgment of the source is given and these Terms &

Conditions are reproduced in full.

These Country Wildlife Profiles may not be reproduced without the prior written permission of
Sea Alarm Foundation either for commercial distribution or with addition, deletion or amendment.
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