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ABSTRACT:  The Darien Gap stands, at the dawn of the XXIst Century, as a remainder of the linkages between local and global fenomena. At the crossroads of the Americas, bridge and canal, the Darien Gap remains un forded. A  mere 80 miles separate the road networks of Nouth and South America,  making the  Darien the missing link in the Panamerican integration. It harbours of one of the most culturally and biologically diverse ecosystem of the neotropical region. It symbolizes in many ways the clash between constructs and realities, between the endless series of canal projects and interamerican road linkages and the extraordinary natural and cultural heritage of the Darien.  It is also the scenario for the redefinition of the geopolitical makeup of northern South America. To which degree the humanitarian and military crisis unfolding in Colombia is going to bear on the immediate future of the Darien Gap is unclear. A cursory view of the players and issues at hand provides us with insight in the potential scenarios for environmental and human security in the region.
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[I]INTRODUCTION

Few places in the world conjure images as powerful as the Darien Gap.  This narrow anchorage point between Mesoamerica and the South American continent, straddling Panama and Colombia, is geologically one of the youngest portions of land in the Americas.  The Darien is also the southernmost of the five major potential inter-oceanic routes across the Mesoamerican isthmus.  

More significant for its privileged geographical location than for its demographic or economic weight, the Darien Gap is a crucial passage point for species from the South and Central Neotropical Regions.  As a World Heritage Site and Biosphere Reserve, it constitutes one of the major centers of plant diversity of the Americas, with some of the highest levels of endemism of both flora and fauna.  It also houses several trans-boundary indigenous groups such as the Kunas, Embera and Woonaan who have settled the forested lands and coastal shoals of Eastern Panama  and Northern Colombia for centuries. 

Today, the Darien Gap is the last missing link in a network spanning over 70,000 km of roads in the Inter-American System in North and South America.  With the creation of continental trade blocs, as encapsulated by NAFTA, the MERCOSUR and the Group of Three (Colombia, Venezuela and Mexico), there are compelling macro-economic and geopolitical factors vying for the opening of the Darien Gap.  Opening the gap as it were, through building the 80 mile-long road link between North and South America, has become a symbol of the forces of integration in the Americas.  With the impulses unleashed by free trade policies, many Latin American governments are shifting from protectionist, import-substitution policies towards lower tariffs on trade, as well as multilateral and bilateral free trade agreements. There have been increased hemispheric consultations, such as the Summit of the Americas meetings and the Ibero-American summit meetings, which confirm a unified view of the need to liberalize trade across the Americas.  Notwithstanding, at the dawn of the Twenty-first Century, the Darien Gap still separates the road networks of North and South America.

The continued existence of the Darien Gap is intimately linked to the vicissitudes of Western hemispheric geopolitics.  As a “natural” barrier between South and Central America, the Gap has served, at least implicitly, to protect the Panama Canal from Colombia’s territorial ambitions. More recently, the destiny of the Darien Gap was linked to the Inter American Agricultural System, particularly in terms of countering the spread of livestock and agricultural pests and disease.  Since the end of the Cold War and the U.S. invasion of Panama in 1989, growing concern over drug-trafficking is an issue that has a direct bearing on the continued existence of the Darien Gap in this first unfolding decade of the Twenty-first Century.

Whether it is considered a haven for unique remnants of tropical biodiversity, a refuge for surviving indigenous cultures and territories, or as a lost link in a hemispheric network for trade and commerce, the Darien plot is set to unravel in the next century.   The conflict will pit widely differing conceptions of sustainable development, human progress and environmental security against each other.  Its outcome is unfathomable unless we compare scenarios and contemplate options for the viable stewardship of one of the most ethnically diverse and biologically rich corners of the world. 

This chapter addresses the issues, actors and scenarios involved in the conflict over the opening of the Darien Gap. It weighs the stakes at hand in opening the Darien Gap, in terms of biological diversity and indigenous territorial rights; as well as the potential for mass migration due to armed conflict; loss of livelihood and key natural resources; cultural annihilation; and, increasingly, the risk of cross-border disputes over resources, migrants and armed incursions by guerillas from the festering civil war in Colombia.  In addition, the paper seeks to analyze the architecture of the conflict and the main actors involved and to identify alternative resolutions to these looming conflicts. The paper aims to simplify what is a complex web of issues, stakes and actors in order to derive recommendations for future policies and institutional arrangements, including the role of an ombudsperson, for the Darien Gap.  

[II]THE DARIEN: GAP OR SEAL?

[1]The Physical Setting

The Darien Gap is located at the southernmost tip of Mesoamerica as it hinges on the South American continent (see Map No.1).  It has functioned over the past millennia as a funnel, concentrating species distribution as they interacted and migrated between the North and South American continents.  As such, it has served as a biological corridor and land bridge between the major neo-tropical eco-regions of Middle America.   

The continental divide in the Darien is barely 16 km from the Caribbean coast, in the higher tributaries of the Chucunaque River, the largest watershed in Panama (WWF-IUCN,1997:226).  The long, gently sloping valleys have carved  the Darien Mountain formed by the Cordillera de San Blas and higher Serranía del Darien, where the highest peak in the region is located (Cerro Tacarcuna, 1,875m or 5,625 ft).  The southern portion of the Darien Gap is dissected into a trident-shaped range by the other major rivers in the Darien, including the Tuira, Balsas, and Sambú, which drain into the Pacific Ocean through the Gulf of San Miguel.  On the Colombian side of the Darien Range, the Atrato River basin, which drains the entire Chocó Department into the Gulf of Urabá  on the Caribbean coast, is one the rivers in South America with the largest discharge compared to its drainage area (Parsons, J. 1967:2). It meanders into a vast wetlands system as part of the Atrato Delta, which encompasses the Tumaradó swamp. This swamp truly constitutes the greatest natural obstacle to the Inter American Highway, which would have to cross over 22 km of amphibious terrain to reach the border between Colombia and Panama. 

The Darien is one of the most diverse and species-rich regions in the Americas.  It encompasses ten major vegetation types, including coastal dry forests and mangroves, brackish and freshwater swamps,  and various lowland and premontane forests, with its most pristine life zones in montane rainforests, such as cloud forest, elfin forests and pluvial forests.  Darien harbors an extraordinary diversity of species, with over 2,440 flora species recorded, and high endemism (as high as 23% in the upper mountain ranges), and  several endangered species of flora and fauna (WWF-IUCN,1997:226). The Gulf of San Miguel houses the largest stand (close to 46%) of mangrove forests in Panama
.

On either side of the border, there has been a significant coincidence in the timing of conservation initiatives. The Darien National Park was created in 1980 and covers 579,000 ha. the single most extensive national park in Panama. A Protection Forest since 1972, its establishment coincided with the opening of the road between Bayano and Yaviza on the Panamanian side.  The National Park of Los Katíos was created in 1974, covering an extension of 52,000 ha, which was extended to 72,000 ha in 1979 in order to include the riparian forests of the Atrato and Tumaradó swamps.  The Darien National Park in Panama was declared as a World Heritage Site in 1981 and as a UNESCO Biosphere reserve in 1983. Covering an area of 5,790 km2, Darien National Park is the largest park in Panama and one of the largest in Central America (WWF-IUCN, 1997:230). However, the definitive legal demarcation of the park’s boundaries is still in process, amidst growing pressure over land, resources and territorial rights. 

 [2]A Brief Historical Background

During most of the Twentieth Century , the Darien has constituted a resource frontier -- a source of gold and timber exploited by foreign and national interests. The growing incursions of gold miners, rubber tappers and other adventurers into the Darien brought about increasing pressure on the indigenous populations, particularly the Kuna.  With the creation of the Panamanian State in 1903, many of the most isolated indigenous communities were slow to recognize the new national authorities, still pledging allegiance to Colombia. By 1909, the Panamanian government had installed a military outpost in Puerto Obaldía on the Caribbean coast of San Blas. By 1915, the Circunscipción de San Blas was created as a territorial administrative unit.  The Kuna had resisted incursions by foreigners for centuries and viewed  with similar distrust the competing interests of the Panamanian and Colombian officials.  Increasing pressure on natural resources (timber, turtles, tagua nuts) led to numerous conflicts between Kuna communities and outside interests.  By 1919, tensions gave way to open conflict between Kuna communities,  timber and turtling interests and government officials.  This resulted in the 1925 Kuna rebellion in which Kuna leaders rejected forthright any government presence in San Blas, physically expelling all foreigners from their territory (Howe,1995:71).  

The Kuna (or Tule) Revolution, aptly managed by its leaders, benefitted from U.S. support, which gave them particular leverage against the Panamanian and Colombian governments.  In exchange for legal recognition to their territory and relative administrative autonomy, the Kuna agreed to accept Panamanian sovereignty over this border region. The events of 1925 paved the way for the official demarcation of Kuna territorial claims.   In 1938, the Comarca de San Blas was created, and by 1945 the Comarca’s Organic Charter was passed, guaranteeing territorial autonomy for the Kuna ever since.

[3]The Current Geographical Context 

The Darien Gap can be divided into three major cultural landscapes (Herlihy,1989): 

1) The  indigenous settlements (Kuna, Emberá,Woonaan) of the Upper Tributaries of the Tuira, Chucunaque, Sambú and the Atrato rivers;

2) The river towns and  coastal fishing communities, such as La Palma, Yaviza, Garachiné, Ríosucio, Jaque, Nuquí and Juradó on the Pacific Coast, still dominated by the Darienita or Afrochocoano ethnic group; 

3) The Road Axis Cañita and Canglón in Panama, such as Santa Fe, Metetí and Canglón, where the bulk of the Interiorano settlers can be found and along the Carretera al Mar between Turbo and Dabeiba in Colombia, such as the towns  of Apartadó, Chigorodó, and Guapá, settled since the 1960s by campesino settlers (chilapos), cattle ranchers and banana plantation owners. 

These groups are undergoing widely differing demographic transitions and operate in distinct although connected economic networks.  The last ethnic group to settle the Panamanian Darien is composed of mestizo colonists from central and western Panama, also referred to as Interioranos, who began migrating to the Darien in the 1960s, opening agricultural lands around existing river towns, but who migrated more intensively in the 1980s with the opening of the Inter American Highway to Canglon and Yaviza. 

The population of Darien Province nearly doubled between 1980 and 1990, from 26,524  to 43,832 inhabitants. If one considers the Districts of the Province of Panama along the Darien Gap Highway, such as Chiman and Chepo, a total population of 76,000 inhabit the Geographic Area of the Darien (Darién Geográfico) (MIPPE,1996).  The annual demographic growth rate of 4.49% for the Darien a whole was twice the average for Panama,  2.58%, between 1980 and 1990. It is significant to note that the corregimientos experiencing negative population growth are all located in the upper tributaries and areas most distant from the road.  On the other hand, those sectors on or closest to the existing road between Chepo and Yaviza experienced the greatest population increases during the 1990s.  There is direct corollary between the opening of the Darien Highway in Panama and major shifts in population distribution, as a there is a clear tendency for the most isolated settlements to experience negative demographic growth and out-migration. This remains a powerful argument for those who oppose the opening of the Darien Gap Highway. 

The Interioranos encapsulate the dominant national culture of Panama  and have transformed the identity of the Darien over the past two decades. They are primarily involved in agriculture, being the region’s leading rice producers, with increasing livestock production in the western portion of the Darien, since cattle-raising is strictly prohibited within a 50-mile radius of the Colombian border, as a protection measure against the spread of hoof and mouth disease (Pasos, R. 1994).

On the Colombian side of the Darien, settlement history has been more complex and the resource frontier far larger.  It shares with the Panamanian Darien a past typical of a resource frontier, marked by extractive cycles of mining and timber ventures. It also shares the cultural features of the Darien, with Kuna and Emberá settlements which span today’s border regions. This region has been historically settled by Emberá and Woonaan (also referred to as the Waunana) and black Darienitas (also refered to as Afrochocoanos in Colombia) located in river towns along the Atrato river and along the Pacific coast.  Traditionally involved in subsistence agriculture and fishing, the Chocó indians and Afrochocoanos were progressively incorporated into the Colombian economy through extractive activities such as mining, timber, and especially rubber tapping and tagua nut collecting (Girot, P. 2000).  Until the 1950s, trade was essentially waterborne, along most of the Atrato tributaries to trading posts such as Quibdo or Arquía,  and linked to the Antioquia heartland by mule trails since the mid-19th century (Parsons, J. 1967).

The opening up of the Carretera al Mar, linking Medellín to Turbo, was completed by the end of World War II after 20 years of construction as a key route for coffee exports.  But it wasn’t until the 1950s that road traffic began to spur the settlement of land along the penetration route.  Settlements along the road, such as Dabeiba, Chigorodó, and Apartadó, progressively grew to become the new economic center of the Urabá region. As on the Panamanian side, the road transformed the orientation of trade networks in the region, shifting the economic center of gravity from the waterborne river trade to the automotive traffic along the new road to Medellín. River towns such as Quibdó, Murindó, Arquía and Pavarandó tended to stagnate from the 1950s onwards (Parsons, J. 1967; Molano, 1996). 

The road to Turbo also brought about increased incursions by large consortia interested in developing plantations along the coastal plains of Urabá. The 1960s also saw the growth of banana plantations, particularly by the United Fruit Company, which first exported bananas from Turbo in 1964 at the height of the banana bonanza of the 1950s and 1960s (Parsons, J.J., 1967:76).  The bonanza attracted more and more foreign investors as well as Antioqueño capitalists because of its productive soils, climate protected from damaging hurricanes, and extremely cheap labor force.  Land prices increased more than tenfold during the first half of the 1960s, and by 1965 some 5,500 ha were under banana production, producing 3.5 million stems a year ( Parsons, J.J., 1967:85).

The banana bonanza had a number of side effects in the region, the most significant of which was exponential population growth, reaching up to 9.4% annually in 1963,  the highest population growth rate in Colombia at the time (Parsons, J.J., 1967:96).  In the 15 years between 1951 and 1964 the population of Urabá increased from 15,700 to over 132,200; by 1985, it had reached 298,047 (Restrepo, G.A., 1992:289).  By the early 1970s, the bonanza was over, and much of the excess population was pushed to open up agricultural lands and cattle ranching operations along the tributaries of the Atrato delta and into the Darien. At the end of the 1980s, INCORA (Colombian Institute for Colonization and Agrarian Reform) estimated that there were 6,000 families without land in Urabá, with 3,000 families invading for an average of 1.3 ha per family (Steiner, C.,1992:283).

Since the 1960’s, low wages and dismal housing conditions in the Urabá banana plantations have fueled social strife and guerrilla warfare, culminating, leading by the 1980s and 1990s to open armed conflict between insurgent guerilla forces, the Colombian Army and paramilitary forces. Much of the current pressure on the Darien’s natural heritage, notably on Los Katíos National Park, is due to ever-growing numbers of campesinos and ranchers displaced by the crisis in the plantation economy of Urabá and by the intensification of armed conflict in much of rural Colombia since the mid-1990s.  

At the close of the 20th century, the Darien Gap stands as a hiatus between two expanding settlement frontiers. The agricultural frontier is active on either side of the Darien, but the acuteness and severity of the processes unfolding on the Colombian side are greater by far than those active on the Panamanian side of the border. This asymmetry also is apparent in terms of the political, economic and military stakes at play on either side of this boundary. The impending humanitarian crisis unfolding in Colombia today, unfortunately relegates concerns about the fate of the Darien’s natural heritage to a tenuous second plane. As we shall document in the following section, the stakes are high and the potential for a compounded cultural, social and environmental disaster is there.

[III]THE ARCHITECTURE OF THE CONFLICT

The Darien Gap in itself does not constitute a conflict, although many consider it to be a geographical aberration. The enduring presence of this natural barrier, just 200 km from the Panama Canal,  one of the busiest waterways of the world, seems to defy  logic. Plans for completing the last remaining (108 km) stretch of the Inter American Highway have been resurfacing regularly since the 1930s. One would be tempted to think that, at the end of the 20th century, the imperatives of commerce and free trade would have easily vanquished 100 km of forest and swamp. The fact that the Gap has endured is an indication of the multiple and often contradictory forces involved, operating at vastly differing scales.  From large infra-structural projects decided upon in Washington or Tokyo to local land rights and territorial conflicts involving indigenous groups and conservationists, the future of the Darien Gap does not lie in the hands of any single agent or group of actors, but rather in an array of forces and interests.

[1]At the Global Scale 

[1.1]Hemispheric Interests and the Darien
“If the Berlin Wall fell, why can’t the Daren Gap”

Noemí Sanín de Rubio, Colombia’s Foreign Minister, 1992.
Located at the crossroads of the Americas, the Darien Gap is an obligatory passage point for hemispheric politics.  Two major geopolitical constructs collide in the Darien: the Inter American System, encapsulated by perennial interests in completing the Inter American Highway, and the intricacies of isthmian geopolitics,  illustrated by the recurrent interests in an inter-oceanic route through the Darien.   The first seeks to integrate the Americas, North and South, while the second seeks to service world commerce, East and West.  Interestingly, both the Inter American Highway project and the Inter-oceanic Canal projects appeal to the same epochal call for globalization.  

The Inter American System emerged with the advent of the United States as a hegemonic world power in the late 19th century. As a direct corollary to the Monroe Doctrine, the political and economic integration of the Americas was a key geopolitical imperative for the United States. This explains in many regards why the decision whether or not to open the Darien Gap for the completion of the Inter American Highway has been consistently taken, for most of this century, in Washington, D.C. rather than in Bogotá or Panama City.

During the Fifth International American Conference in Santiago, Chile in 1923,  the Pan American Highway Congress was founded to spur the development of the continent’s highway network. The second Pan American Highway Congress, held in 1929 in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, produced the Convention on the Pan American Highway, literally paving the way for the construction of the 25,744 km highway between Patagonia and Alaska. The Great Depression of the 1930s and World War II postponed implementation of the plan until the 1940s.  But the war reinforced the conviction that hemispheric integration was a geopolitical imperative for the United States. 

Between 1943 and 1963,  5,100 km  of the Inter American Highway was built between the Rio Grande on the U.S.-Mexico border and Panama at a cost of US$270 million, of which US$170 million was provided by the U.S. Government.
  It was not until 1955 that a Sub-Committee for the Darien was created at the Pan American Highway Congress and several feasibility studies were commissioned.  Four possible routes were highlighted for the Panamanian section of the highway, and nine for the Colombian side (See Map No. 3).
  In 1959, the Colombian government incorporated into its highway development plan the Darien Gap Highway (Carretera del Tapón del Darien),  projecting to build the 81 km between Guapá, on the Medellín-Turbo road, to Palo de las Letras on the Colombia-Panama border (República de Colombia, 1991:12).  Several other feasibility studies ensued in 1964 for the 400 km road between Tocumen (near Panama City) and Río León (Colombia), estimated at the time to cost US$150 million (ANCON-Fundación Natura,1996). 

By the early 1970s, the opening of the Darien Gap was an impending reality.   The U.S. Congress had earmarked US$100 million for the building of the Darien Gap highway, while Panama was set to contribute US$30 million and Colombia US$20 million (ANCON-Fundación Natura, 1996).  By 1972, the Federal Highway Administration had established offices in Bogotá in order to supervise the works in conjunction with Colombia’s Ministry of Public Works (MOPT).

In an unprecedented up-staging of international affairs, on October 17, 1975 a U.S. District of Columbia Court ruled in favor of a legal suit presented by the Sierra Club, Friends of the Earth and other environmentalist/human rights advocacy groups, arguing that the construction of the Darien Gap highway would have adverse effects on indigenous tribes as well as the fauna and flora of the region.  The  court  issued an order to the U.S. Department of Transport prohibiting the Federal Highway Administration from pledging funds for the Darien Gap highway until measures were taken to comply with the regulation concerning environmental and social impacts, as stipulated in the 1969 National Environmental Protection Act. Except for sections of the road on the Panamanian side, which were started before 1975, all other U.S.-funded public works on the road were suspended.  The U.S. Department of Transport  appealed the court ruling twice, in 1975 and 1977, presenting  the additional environmental impact studies which the court required.  These studies, conducted by the Batelle Institute in 1975, were followed by other studies unfavorable to the opening of the Darien Gap in 1977 because of sanitary conditions.

In its final ruling, the U.S. District of Columbia Court conditioned the continuation of the works on the compliance with the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) certification of adequate measures to control the spread of hoof and mouth disease,  a livestock virus pervasive in South America but still absent in Central and North America.  Pursuant to this ruling, agreements were passed between the USDA and the ICA (Columbian Agriculture Institute) to conduct extensive programs for the control and eradication of the hoof and mouth disease. These programs have been on-going for over 20 years, obtaining by 1991 the long-awaited certification by the USDA.   Ignoring the US. jurisdiction ruling, the Government of Colombia in 1979 ordered the works to continue, and the 28 km section of the road between Río León and Lomas Aisladas was completed by 1983.  Between 1983 and 1992, work on the project was paralyzed, as debates concerning the possible impacts of the road continued not only in the U.S. but also in Panama and Colombia.

With the certification by the U.S. Department of Agriculture in 1991, interest in the opening of the Darien Gap has once again rekindled. As illustrated by Table No.1, by 1992, of the nearly 400 km of the road planned in 1970, 262.9 km (66%) are built and open to traffic, although only 37 km are asphalted (on the Panamanian side).  Another 113.3 km (28.4%) have yet to be completed and 22 km have only partial design and engineering studies. As of 1998, 145 km of road remain to be built, most of which have been designed and engineering studies completed.  Intensive collaboration between the USDA and ICA to control the spread of hoof and mouth disease has enabled some of the pending restrictions to be lifted from the U.S. jurisdiction perspective. However, the 1990s have also witnessed a substantial increase in environmental concerns, both nationally in Panama and Colombia, and internationally.  Rather than agricultural sanitation, the central contemporary concerns revolve around environmental, security and human rights issues.  

Table No 1:
 Degree of Completion of the Darien Gap Highway:

Tocumen, Panama - Río León,Colombia, 1970-1992 
Source: República de Colombia, 1996,  cuadro No.2, p.5

	COUNTRY/CONDITION
	 1970
	1978
	1992

	PANAMA
	 km
	%
	km
	%
	km
	%

	Paved
	0 
	0
	0
	0
	37.0 
	11.6

	Unpaved
	0 
	0
	178.8
	57
	197.3
	62.4

	Under Construction/ Improvement
	0
	0
	27.0
	8.0
	0
	0

	With Complete Studies
	0
	0
	111.0
	35
	81.9
	26

	With Partial Studies
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	Total Length in Panama


	0
	0
	316.8
	100
	316.8
	100

	COLOMBIA
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Paved
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	Unpaved
	0
	0
	0
	0
	28
	34.4

	Under Construction/

Improvement
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	With Complete Studies
	0
	0
	31.4
	38.6
	31.4
	38.6

	With Partial Studies
	0
	0
	22.0
	27
	22.0
	27

	Total Length in Colombia


	0
	0
	53.4
	65.6
	81.4
	100

	TOTALS
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Paved
	0
	0
	0
	0
	37
	9.2

	Unpaved
	0
	0
	178.8
	44.9
	225.9
	56.8

	Under Construction/

Improvement
	0
	0
	27
	6.7
	0
	0

	With Complete Studies
	0
	0
	142.4
	35.7
	113.3
	28.5

	With Partial Studies
	0
	0
	22
	5.5
	22
	5.5

	Total Length for

both Countries
	0
	0
	398.2
	92.8
	398.2
	100


[1.2]The Panama Canal and the Darien
In addition to hemispheric concerns, the Darien is enmeshed in the geopolitics of the Central American Isthmus.  The Darien, and in particular the Atrato River, is one of the five major inter-oceanic routes in Central America (see Figure  No.3).  The second half of the 19th century saw the isthmus assaulted by the “scramble for the Canal”:  rival hegemonic powers vied for the control of resources,  territories and colonies.  Britain, France, and the U.S. as an emerging world power had plans and projects for inter-oceanic canals (Girot, P. 1994). The events of 1903, when Panama seceded from New Granada with full diplomatic support from the U.S. State Department, precipitated the decision, and the Panama Canal route was the final choice.  Previously part of New Granada and then of Greater Colombia, Panama  was the Provincia del Istmo. Its secession from Colombia soured relations between the newly neighboring countries for decades.

The resurgence of alternative canal projects (both wet and dry canals) by rival isthmian nations has been a constant in Central American history, from Tehuantepec, through Nicaragua to the Atrato (Girot, P. 1994).  Colombian leaders have long sought to have a canal of their own to compete with a Panama Canal they considered as having been annexed by the U.S in 1903. The historic Canal Zone Treaties signed in 1977 between U.S. President Jimmy Carter and Panaman’s leader General Omar Torrijos formally marked the end of U.S. control over the Canal, setting a 20-year calendar for the hand-over of installations and institutions.  The fact that in December 1999, the Canal Zone passed to total Panamanian sovereignty has rekindled debates about alternative routes, especially in Nicaragua, Honduras and Guatemala.

With the giddy growth of Asian economies in the 1970s and 1980s, the economic potential to use the Darien’s unique isthmian position to Colombia’s advantage became a major policy issue. The first Plan Pacífico, an Integral Development Plan for the Pacific coast, was approved in 1984 by the Colombian government. It was budgeted for an initial expenditure of almost US$308 million, and was essentially geared toward basic infrastructure and  productive projects in forestry, mining, agriculture and fishing.   It was also alleged that many of the infrastructure investments were channeled to the mobilization of armed forces in the combat of leftist guerillas, such as the naval base in Bahía Malaga, 50 km north of Buenaventura (Barnes, J., 1993:136). By 1987, Colombian president Virgilio Barco expanded the Plan Pacífico to an ambitious mega-infrastructure project, involving the creation of an Inter-oceanic Terrestrial Bridge, combining a railway, motorway, canal and oil pipeline, fording the Atrato swamps and across the Baudó range to the Pacific coast, with port complexes and free trade zones on either terminal. A connection with the Inter American Highway was foreseen in the US$4.5 billion program, enabling Colombia to compete with or even replace the Panama Canal (Barnes, J., 1993:136). By 1990, the Plan Pacífico had been fully elaborated into a major development program for the Chocó Department.  

Colombian President César Gaviria settled in 1992 for a more modest Plan Pacífico, arguing that previous programs were not suited to the environmental and cultural reality of the Chocó.  Although a large share of the US$321 million budget was still earmarked for infrastructure development and road building, it placed a clear emphasis on social programs and environmental impact mitigation (Barnes, 1993).  The Plan proposed the construction of a new super-port on the Pacific coast, probably at Tribugá Bay near Nuquí, connected to the Central highlands by a highway to Pereira, hub  of the Colombian coffee-growing country and Gaviria’s main constituency.  As Barnes (1993:139) aptly states: “What the new Plan leaves out is as important as what it includes”.  While downsizing the overall budget requirements for development and infrastructural components, the Plan does not formally acknowledge any indigenous or afrochocoano territorial rights, a contentious issue  since the drafting of the 1991 Constitution. With multilateral financial organizations like the World Bank and the Inter American Development Bank insisting on environmental soundness and social equity, Colombia’s government has gone a long way in catering to regional, national and international fears concerning the impact of such large infrastructure projects, although there is also mounting international pressure for the final completion of the Darien Gap highway.  

[1.3]Gap or a Seal?
A revealing contrast exists between the terms used in English and in Spanish to describe the Darien; while the English refer to a ‘gap’, the Spanish use the term ‘tapón’ (meaning seal, lid or stopper). Therein lies the query, which provides this chapter with a title-The Darien: Gap or Seal?  If one examines recent regional history, the Darien has functioned for the entire 20th century as an effective seal between Panama and Colombia.  According to Granados and Solís (2000), the Darien Gap has marked throughout the Twentieth Century  the southernmost limit of the Backyard of the United States.

On the one hand,  the “Gap” refers to the  sections of the Inter American highway remaining to be built, not the functional characteristics of this forlorn region of the Americas. On the other hand, many consider that the value of a “seal” remains to this day, both in terms of containing livestock diseases and in stemming the uncontrolled migration of Colombian nationals, with the daunting spillover of the Colombian conflict.  The growing concern over increased drug-trafficking, and an acceleration in the pace of campesino settlement from either sides of the border has resulted in increased rates of deforestation, conflicts over indigenous territories and migrant settlers, and an increased destabilization of the border region as a whole.  All of these threats combined are poised to be a major cause of future loss of biodiversity and indigenous land rights.  In a sense, the playing field has leveled somewhat since the 1970s, but the stakes have been raised and the number of players has grown considerably.

The post-Rio ‘92 climate has favored the emergence of a number of environmental NGOs and community-based organizations throughout Latin America, including in Colombia and Panama. In a sense, the 20 years of delay in the construction of the Darien Gap highway “bought time”. Civil society, indigenous groups, special interest groups, environmental and human rights NGOs are present and active, albeit haphazardly, in the Darien; they weren’t in 1970. During the 19th  General Assembly of the IUCN (World Conservation Union), in Buenos Aires in 1994, opposition to the completion of the Darien Gap highway was manifested in Resolution 19.66, noting that it would negatively effect a World Heritage Site,  a conservation area of global importance. The Resolution also recommended additional feasibility studies for the improvement of a ferry service on either coast of Colombia and Panama as alternative routes to the Darien Gap highway.  Since then, several multi-million dollar conservation projects (funded by multilateral  organizations such as the GEF and IABD) geared toward flora and fauna inventories and sustainable natural resource use, have centered on both sides of the Gap. 

[2]At the National Scale

As in most other Latin American countries, Colombia and Panama are undertaking processes of trade liberalization and structural adjustment policies to reduce state intervention in the economy, foster increased privatization and lower trade tariffs. Today,  export-led economic growth is considered the key to future development.  This is clearly reflected in the three versions of the Plan Pacífico, in which Colombia sees in the Darien the potential of capitalizing on the comparative advantage of its geography.  Linking the industrial and agricultural heartland of Colombia to the coast as been an issue for over a century, but at the threshold of the 21st century it has gained particular relevance. 

Successive Colombian governments have been clear in their determination to forge ahead with the development of the Pacific coast, giving the theme of the Darien Gap highway a back seat for the time being.   Speculative forces fueled by the prospects of the opening up the Atrato and Chocó region by large infrastructure investments has produced a sharp increase in mining and logging concessions in northern Colombia (Barnes, 1993, WWF-Prisma, 1996).  While the issue of the road was central to Colombian national politics in the 1970s, it has been overrun by broader concerns for the development of the Pacific coast.  Since the early 1990s a succession of ambitious infrastructure projects for bridging the isthmus of northern Colombia and integrating the Pacific coast to the national economy have been debated in Congress, and presented to potential donors.

Colombia’s political history is profoundly marked by regional rivalry and  factional strife.  As one author puts it, in Colombia, the State is weak, but the bands are strong (Molano, A. 1996). While initially limited to political activists and armed factions, the violencia spread into the countryside in the 1960s and 1970s. With the advent of the Cuban Revolution in 1959, several revolutionary movements emerged, directly opposed to the installment of capitalist agriculture in the Northern Departments of Córdoba, Antioquia and Chocó. Three main guerrilla groups have operated in Colombia over the past 30 years: the M19, the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) and the Ejercito Popular de Liberación (EPL). Today, the estimated size of these forces combined is over 18,000 men, of which 15,000 form the FARC, the largest guerrilla group, followed by the ELN with between 3,000 and 5,000 irregular troops
.  The Darien and neighboring Departments of Chocó and Córdoba have been the focus of much of guerrilla warfare, particularly in the Urabá Gulf where major banana and palm plantations and their associated labor forces are concentrated.  Many authors point to skewed land tenure, concentration of wealth, dismal labor practices, and security conditions as the main causes of the armed struggle.

By 1991, a new political constitution was voted by a constituent assembly, recognizing for the first time the multi-cultural nature of Colombian society. Indigenous territorial rights were acknowledged and recognized as inalienable collective property, as was the right to govern their land and resources according to their own laws, customs and political traditions.  The Afrochocoano ethnic group was not granted similar rights. While their existence is mentioned in Article 55 of the Constitution,  no explicit territorial right was assigned to them (Barnes, 1993; Valencia and Villa, 1992).  Over 90% of the nearly one million inhabitants of the Chocó Department are Afrochocoano, and they increasingly demanded territorial security over traditionally held lands.  Indigenous and black organizations have gained considerable visibility, both in the Chocó and the Panamanian Darien and Kuna Yala, over the past two decades, and today constitute key players in the Darien Gap controversy.

The 1980s and 1990s have seen a marked intensification in civil strife and guerilla warfare.  Three major factions contend to control territory, levy taxes and commit indiscriminate murder to dissuade opposition. With increased insecurity and guerrilla warfare at hand, the large plantation owners and cattle ranchers have resorted to forming private armies or paramilitary groups (Reyes, A., 1992: 63). These, in addition to the Colombian army, conduct counter-insurgency warfare and wreak havoc in communities suspected of collaborating with the guerillas. By 1997, there were an estimated 400 such paramilitary organizations operating in Colombia as a whole, amounting to over 7,000 irregular troops.
  The main reasons for the intensification of factional violence in Colombia are linked to the heightened drug war, in part conducted by the U.S. State Department against the Drug Cartels of Calí and Medellín, the increasing governance crisis of the Colombian State and the continuous factional rivalries between guerrilla groups and paramilitary groups throughout the country. An estimated 35,000 have been claimed during the 1990s due to factional violence and drug related crime. Half the kidnappings of the world take place today in Colombia. According to both governmental and non-governmental reports, the bulk of the politically related killing has been recently committed by paramilitary forces, whereas most of the kidnappings have been conducted by guerrilla groups
.

The intensification of counter-insurgency warfare and heightened citizen insecurity are compounded by the continued involvement of the drug trafficking cartels in the economy of Colombia.  Drug lords have emerged as crucial economic actors in 1990s Colombia.  Their extraordinary wealth provides them with the means to influence land markets, buy favors and even fund and arm many of the irregular troops operating in the country.  The Darien is also an important throughfare for cocaine trafficking, although most of it seems to be shipped along the Caribbean and Pacific coasts.
  

In Panama, the intimate relationship between the presence on Panamanian soil of the Canal Zone as well as numerous military bases housing the U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff’s Southern Command have weighed heavily on U.S.- Panama relations.  The events of 1964, when the Panamanian nationalists stated their open repudiation to continued U.S. presence in Panama, led the way to the Carter-Torrijos Treaties of 1977.  Once the handover of the Canal Zone to Panamanian sovereignty was secured, U.S –Panama relations went through a transition process,  particularly after the death of leader Omar Torrijos in 1981 and the take-over by the mid-1980s by strongman Manuel Antonio Noriega.  It is paradoxical that the last section of the Inter American Highway to Yaviza was completed in 1988, in the midst of the most serious crisis in U.S.-Panama relations, which culminated with the toppling of the Noriega government by U.S. troops in December 1989.

The 1990s have ushered in somewhat less confrontational relations between Panama and the U.S.  and geared toward compliance with the calendar fixed for the handover of the Canal in 1999.  There appears to be a resurgence of a national debate concerning the Darien Gap highway.  However, its strategic importance is dwarfed at this stage by the momentous stakes at play for Panama in the handover of the Canal Zone
. Nonetheless, several key actors are involved in the debate over the highway.  As in Colombia, the issue of the road itself is less of a concern than the discussion concerning the style of development these projects foment and the possible windfall for resident communities in the Darien. 

Finally, there has been a substantial increase since the early 1990s in the number of bi-national sectoral commissions between Colombia and Panama.  Established in 1992, the Comisión de Vecindad  has functioned as a bi-national forum at the Ministerial level between Panama and Colombia.  It has fostered several levels of sectoral coordination to address common security, social and environmental issues.  In the environmental sector there have been regular meetings between Natural Resource Ministry officials, National Parks Directors and staff involved in the administration of the border park of Los Katíos and Darien National Park. At this stage, these constitute important opportunities for discussing key issues surrounding the Darien.    

These bilateral instances and the flurry of commission meetings they have spawned  have reinforced the notion that the Darien Gap problem can only be addressed adequately from a truly bi-national perspective.  They all point to the creation of a trans-boundary integration zone, coordinated by institutions built from the forum of the Comisión de Vecindad.  This probably constitutes one of the most crucial, albeit tenuous and fragile, initiatives to date concerning the Darien Gap, and above all it involves no other government or international organization apart from Panama and Colombia.  This  is a far cry from the days when the fate of the Darien was being decided by the U.S. Federal Highway Authority (FHWA) or the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) in Washington, D.C.

[3]At the Local Scale

[3.1] Indigenous Territories, Settlers and Refugees
In both the Panamanian and Colombian Darien, indigenous settlements have undergone dramatic demographic and economic change over the past decades,  with the exception of  the Kuna, who have tenaciously defended their territory and lifestyle from outside encroachment.  Today, they represent about a quarter of Darien Province’s  population (República de Panamá, 1996). As seen earlier, negative growth in the Río Sambú and Río Balsas settlements appears to indicate that the Emberá and Woonaan ethnic groups have seen their most isolated settlements wither.  This can be partly explained by the regrouping of Emberá settlements in response to the creation of the Cemaco and Pinogana Comarcas in the early 1980s.  Traditionally a nomadic forest dwelling culture, the Emberá had to sacrifice their transhumance for permanent settlements in order to secure a legally recognized territory in the form of Comarcas.  There is still a large contingent of the Emberá and Woonaan population that is not located within the two Comarcas.  Many of the land conflicts in the Panamanian Darien, particularly with park authorities and conservation groups, involve these landless indigenous people.  In Colombia, the growing level of organization of Emberá and Waunana populations and their official recognition under the 1991 Constitution has secured them territorial claims, particularly along the Pacific coast and in the lower Atrato valley. The range of stakeholders at play in the Darien Gap is extremely diverse and disparate. An attempt at identifying the different forces vying for the Darien an be found in Annex No.3. 

In spite of a marked increased in the degree of mobilization of civil rights organizations on either side of the border over the past two decades, the intensification of  the civil war in Colombia has produced a sharp increase in the number of internally displaced people fleeing combat zones. According to official data provided by the Ministry of Interior of Colombia the number of displaced has increased dramatically during the latter half of the 1990s (see Table No.2). Averaging 70,000 a year between 1985 and 1994, the numbers have steadily risen to 257,000 in 1997 and over 300,000 in 1998. It was not until 1997, that the Colombia State recognized the problem, and passed the Law 387, which defines a displaced person as any person forced to migrate inside the national territory, to abandon his or her place of residence and workplace due to threats to his or her physical integrity security and individual liberty. 

The cumulative number of internally displaced populations in Colombia since 1985 exceeds 1.8 million. The result has been a heightened exodus from war torn regions. Colombia’s Ministry of the Interior estimated in 2000 at 400,000 the internally displaced forced to flee their communities of origin due to armed conflicts, violation of human rights and other acts of extortion, intimidation,etc.. This represents 10% of the entire population of Colombia! These migratory flows affect mostly the municipios where the armed conflict has been most intense, in particular the Urabá and Chocó regions where both the FARC and the paramilitary forces have been operating.  Close to half (44.1%) the displaced population is composed of families headed by single mothers, 23.2% by youth under 7 years of age and 16.7% by populations belonging to ethnic groups (República de Colombia, 1999). The human rights implications of the Colombian conflict become clear as the gender and ethnic composition of internal migrants reflect the scale of the humanitarian crisis unfolding Colombia at the turn of the Twentieth Century.

This massive migratory movement impacts directly neighboring countries such as Panama or Ecuador. Both Panama and Ecuador are particularly vulnerable to the massive inflow of migrants from Colombia. These migrants are often followed by incursions by armed forces, particularly paramilitary groups in pursuit of alleged guerrilla sympathizers. In 1999, some 30 armed incidents took place in the Panamanian Darien, during which eight civilians and two public security were killed and villages where pillaged by irregular troops from Colombia. In one of the gravest incidents some 100 irregulars attacked and occupied the town of Boca de Cupe, and a Panamanian police officer was killed and three other civilians where injured in the clash.  In recent month, indigenous organizations both from the Emberá-Woonaan and Kuna ethnic groups have voiced their concern and apprehension at the rise in armed violence along the border region.  The spillover of the Colombian conflict into Panama is likely to be exacerbated by the onset of the Plan Colombia, a US$1.3 Billion military aid package approved by the US Congress in 1999. As we shall see in the next section, these current developments have heightened the threat of a militarization of the Darien Gap, with all the implications of this in terms of human rights, national sovereignty and environment.   
[IV] CONCLUSIONS, ISSUES AND STAKES 

The Darien Gap, both as symbol and reality, is still in place at the eve of the Twenty-first Century.  This thin waist of America has for centuries been the object of rivalries, intrigue and myth.  From the civilizing zeal of the Spanish Crown to the blueprints of civil engineers of the U.S. Federal Highway Authority, the Darien has somehow escaped the onslaught of development over time. As one of the world’s last sanctuaries where a biologically and culturally diverse heritage still live in coexistence, the Darien stands today as a symbol of resilience.  What scenarios awaits this remote corner of the Americas, curiously located at its very center, in the coming century?

The stakes are high. As a crossing point between East and West and North and South, the Darien is both a potential route for an inter-oceanic canal route and the obligatory waypoint for the last stretch of road linking the Americas.  Both  of these geopolitical discourses are powerful constructs and essentially reflect the outsider’s vision of the Darien. They encapsulate modernity, as did the Panama Canal a century ago.  They differ diametrically from the vision forged by those who live, thrive or survive in the Darien today.  In contrast to the globalizing vision of modernity, the indigenous vision of the Darien is anchored in diversity and in what makes the Darien unique.  These contrasting visions help us devise several intermeshed scenarios, based on a review of the interests and positions of the actors involved, for the future of the Darien.   

[1] The Environmental Dimension: Conserving the Natural Heritage of Darien

Since the early 1980s, Darien National Park has been recognized as a World Heritage Site.  As a tribute to its unique floristic characteristics, with high levels of endemism, this Park has become a symbol of the global struggle for conserving the remaining stands of pristine tropical forests.  As in many other regions, the creation of protected areas occurred in response to outside threats, namely the Inter American Highway.  Spurred by the continued efforts to resume the construction of the Darien Gap highway, environmental groups and the Natural Resources Institutes of Colombia and Panama worked closely to create 600,000 ha of protected areas by the mid-1980s on either side of the border.

The 20-year hiatus in the construction of the Darien Gap highway enabled international environmental NGOs such as WWF, IUCN, and The Nature Conservancy to study and document the region’s unique environment.  With the IUCN General Assembly’s 1994 Declaration, the Darien Gap has become a global conservation priority.  The Darien Gap is also a crucial testing ground for the Earth Summit Conventions on Biological Diversity and Climate Change.  All the resolutions in international conservation fora, from the IUCN General Assembly of 1994 to the First Latin American Parks Congress, held in May 1997 Santa Marta, Colombia, have pointed to the importance of these heritage sites not only for conservation biology but also for the moral compromise linked to these Conventions derived from UNCED (United Nations Conference on Environment and Development).  

Locally, however, the boom in conservation and sustainable development initiatives has come up against increasing resistance by local indigenous communities.  In the Panamanian Darien, ANCON’s creation of the Punta Patiño Natural Reserve as a buffer zone for the Darien National Park caused friction with the Congreso General Emberá-Woonaan.  By re-settling numerous settlements in the Mogue River Area, in order to preserve the estuarine mangrove ecosystem of Punta Patiño, ANCON has estranged many of the indigenous leaders linked to the Emberá-Woonaan.  Linked to the continued presence of Emberá-Woonaan people settled outside the comarcas, the resettlement policy is likely to produce future conflicts between settlers, environmental organizations and indigenous groups. Similarly, the creation of the Los Katíos National Park on the Colombian side of the border produced conflicts with local landowners and settlers. However, this local conflict is completely overshadowed by the depth and breadth of the on-going civil and military conflict unraveling today in Colombia. 

The environmental impact of the opening of the Darien Gap highway is no longer based on hypothetical extrapolations.  Data collected since the opening of the road to Yaviza on the Panamanian side and to Río León on the Colombian side confirm the devastating effects the new roads have on forest environments. This has been also corroborated by many studies on deforestation in the neo-tropical regions of America (Kaimowitz, 1996).  Land speculation, deforestation and short-term extractive activities dominate these peripheral economies, and all signs seems to indicate that these trends will continue and increase.  Dismal social and economic conditions coupled with the intensification of the armed conflict on the Colombian side of the Darien will undoubtedly lead to significant migration into newly opened lands. By the sheer numbers involved, these migration flows would be unstoppable once a road is built. Governance and control over border migration and traffic would be practically impossible.  Let alone the livelihood security and protection of local indigenous populations living in this border region

However, broad national and international support for conservation initiatives as those set forth by WWF, IUCN, The Nature Conservancy and ANCON in Panama reflect the extraordinary capacity for mobilization that these organizations possess world-wide.  The opening of the Darien Gap will most certainly be an occasion for these global organizations to demonstrate their capacity for public advocacy. For instance, it is likely that environmental organizations will closely scrutinize the environmental impact statements drafted  with Inter-American Development Bank (IADB) funding.  Further advocacy concerning the Darien is likely to focus on:  compliance with both the Convention of Biodiversity and on Climate Change, strengthening the bi-national commissions on the Environment and on Indian Affairs by increasing their audience and participants, and monitoring the biological diversity of the Darien Gap. There will also be many grassroots activities, including by NGOs, CBOs and religious organizations.. 

[2]  The Cultural Heritage Dimension: Promised Lands versus Ancestral Lands

Another major issue at hand relates to the cultural heritage of the indigenous and tribal lands in the Darien. As a UNESCO Man and the Biosphere Reserve, Darien National Park combines a unique natural environment with an extraordinary cultural heritage.  Faced with increasing encroachment from settlers and extractive interests, indigenous groups have undertaken momentous mobilization over the past twenty years.   Except for the Kuna, whose struggle for territorial autonomy dates back to the 1920s, other indigenous groups such as the Emberá-Woonaan and the Ngöbe-Bugle in western Panama began mobilizing for territorial recognition in the 1970s.

With the creation of the Cemaco and Pinogana Comarcas in Panama in the early 1980s, the Emberá-Woonaan General Congress became the leading forum for political expression of the indigenous peoples of the Panamanian Darien.  In Colombia, OREWA emerged during the same period to defend Emberá-Waunana rights in the Chocó. These organizations have served as a catalyst to rally Afrochocoano and Darienita community-based groups.   The issue of the “tierras colectivas”, or the Emberá living on lands outside the Comarcas, is an explosive issue.  

As in many other pristine forest areas of Central America, the Darien has been the stage for a classic confrontation between ladino settlers and indigenous groups.  With the belligerent history of the Kuna people nearby, the Emberá have mustered many of the negotiating abilities and political savvy of their archrivals.  Some of the fiercest battles fought by the Kuna were against ladino or interiorano settlers over territory.  Still today, the Kuna systematically evict and burn the ranches of settlers within their territorial boundaries.  These drastic measures are designed to deter any further colonization movement, thus protecting the Kuna homeland from excessive incursions of market forces into their territory, their lifestyle and traditional knowledge.While territorial claims have gained considerable ground over the past twenty years, indigenous groups are still the social group most vulnerable to market encroachment and resource extraction pressures. 

In March 1994, the chief political leaders (caciques generales) of the Darien’s major ethnic groups (Emberá, Woonaan and Kuna) met in Común, in the Cemaco Comarca, and produced a Resolution of the Indigenous Peoples concerning the opening of the Darien Gap highway. Among the articles contained in this Resolution, there are clear considerations of the lack of indigenous participation in the Comisión de Vecindad, a bi-national, essentially government-run forum concerning border relations between the two countries.  As a result of this initiative, the Indigenous Commission on the Inter American Highway was created. Since then, a sub-commission on indigenous affairs and another on environment were instituted as part of the Comisión de Vecindad. These sub-commissions have enabled a greater degree of transboundary coordination between governments. Growing indigenous group claims for greater participation in decisions concerning major infrastructure projects such as the Darien Gap highway could be an opportunity for this commission to broaden its fora to actors from civil society.

[3]Colombia in Panama: Sovereignty in the 21st Century

Still a part of Colombia a century ago, the Darien has long been perceived by Colombia as a runaway province.   Separated by the Gap, Panama and Colombia share many cultural traits and a long history in common.  However, Panamanians pride themselves on being different from Colombians and enjoy a relatively prosperous life,  somehow at bay from Colombia’s endemic violence and endless political strife. In a sense, the Darien has also been used to seal off Panama from Colombian influence, at least for its first century of existence as a sovereign nation. 

Sovereignty is a concept widely assimilated in Panama. The presence of the Panama Canal Zone as a territorial enclave under U.S. jurisdiction, crossing the very heart of the country, was perceived by Panamanian nationalists as a permanent affront to Panamanian sovereignty.  As the Canal Zone ceased to exist in December 1999, attention is shifting back to the borders, and in particular to the Darien. Much of the press and national leaders have denounced the constant violations to Panamanian sovereignty by Colombian para-military and guerrilla groups.  The economic and political effects of drug trafficking and money laundering are pervasive in Latin America.  These forces know no borders and effectively baffle the most elementary notions of sovereignty.  

How, then, does a structurally weak state face such formidable forces, which not even the United States has been capable of countering?  The institutional presence of Panamanian  and Colombian government officials  in the Darien has been historically tenuous.  Shrinking public expenditure budgets with structural adjustment policies have only reinforced the absence of the state apparatus on the frontier. If it cannot effectively control the situation now, it will be less able to do so once the Darien Gap highway is built.  U.S. policy-makers who oppose the highway do so because they argue that it will enable the drug cartels to ship their goods overland.  The task of controlling the onslaught of traffickers, settlers, poachers, smugglers and illegal immigrants is a daunting one.  Throngs of migrants are already entering Panama in spite of the rough terrain and the hardships that crossing the Darien Gap still exact on those who dare.

At this stage, there are few institutional channels through which these issues can be addressed constructively between Colombia and Panama.  The creation of the Comisión de Vecindad provides a key forum in which to broadly discuss these issues. Much can be done to strengthen this fragile transboundary institutional linkage.  Its fragility is a measure of the relative weakness of each government apparatus. By including a larger number of actors to participate in these fora, it is possible to strengthen the governance capacities in the Darien.

[4]  Global Imperatives versus Local  Prerogatives

At the dawn of the 21st century, it is worthwhile to ponder the function of sovereignty in an increasingly globalized world.  Some utopians sniff the final abolition of borders and boundaries in a true free market world.  However,  recent global and local events do not seem to corroborate that vision. Boundaries are alive and well and tend to multiply at the end of the 20th century, as we can see in Middle Europe and the former Soviet Union


Notwithstanding,  the trend in  neo-liberal oriented policies  favoring the free market over state intervention points to the need to rethink the traditional concept of sovereignty.  There has been a notable increase in studies focusing on border regions and transboundary interactions. 
More careful study of transboundary linkages, trade, exchange and conflict can provide extremely useful insights into policy options to deal with the Darien Gap.  At this stage, the Darien Gap controversy seems to constitute a confrontation between the global imperative of opening to world trade and local prerogatives of who can control the Darien and guarantee its long-term conservation once the road is built.  In a study on transboundary cooperation, Malcolm Anderson provides a keen insight on the difficulties of administering territorial sovereignty, which can be applied to the case of the Darien:  “The policies and practices of the state are constrained by the degree of de facto control that the government  exercises over the state frontier. The incapacity of governments (...) to control much of the traffic of persons, goods and information across their frontiers is changing the nature of both states and frontiers.”

The opening of the Darien Gap would most certainly change the nature of the Panamanian state and its border with Colombia. There are still those in official circles on either side of the border who view the Gap as an obstacle to hemispheric trade and a fertile ground for subversion

What is more disturbing is the conviction in official circles that the only way to preserve the Gap’s extraordinary biodiversity is by opening the gap to free trade and global commerce.  The other gist of the argument is that if the road is not built it will fester as a breeding ground for guerrillas and drug producers.

Pressures toward economic integration bear directly on the resurgence of projects aimed at opening up the Darien Gap and developing the Pacific region of northern Colombia. Colombia has emerged over the past ten years as a major oil producer, and the new fiscal revenues generated by oil exports make Colombia eligible for large multilateral loans for major infrastructure projects, such as the Plan Pacífico.  Colombia has clearly stated that it could finance the Darien Gap highway unilaterally if needed --  a clear shift since the 1970s.

The greatest impact brought by the road will probably be indirect. Through a sharp increase in migration flows, settlers will increasingly encroach into indigenous lands and protected areas and  there will be an increased lack of governance in this remote frontier region.  As in other highway projects penetrating  remote regions, the Darien Gap highway will not necessarily foster local development, as it will cater more to powerful economic interests in the major industrial centers of Medellín, Cauca Valley, Cartagena and further into Venezuela.   If we add to this bleak picture a continued increase in factional violence in Colombia and its likely spillover into Panama, the prospect of opening the Darien Gap highway becomes a matter of national security for Panama, the Canal and U.S. interests still present in Central America.

[5]  The future of the Darien  and the de-linking of issues
At the turn of the Twenty-first Century, perhaps the greatest threat faced by the Darien is related to the potential spillover of the Colombian conflict, which has already claimed 35,000 lives and threatens to increase in scale and intensity with the approval of the Plan Colombia by the U.S. Congress and Senate, making Colombia the world third largest recipient of U.S. Aid after Israel and Egypt. The US$1.3 Billion aid package is destined essentially at strengthening the capacity of the Colombian Government’s Armed Forces in their war against drug traffickers and armed guerrillas. Over US1.Billion will go to operations in the southern regions of the Caquetá and Putumayo, interception of drug envoys and the physical eradication of coca plantations. A mere 6% of the total budget is earmarked for the protection of Human Rights and the response to the Humanitarian Crisis (Shifter,M. 2000). The total number of displaced populations reached 1.8 million in 1999, the third largest in the world after Sudan and Angola (U.S. Congress, 2000:7). The size of this military aid package has elicited fears in neighboring Venezuela and Brazil.  Some analysts refer to this development as the “Central Americanization” of Colombia, by which the boundaries of the U.S. Backyard as shifting further south (Granados, C. 2000).

The emphasis placed on a military solution to the Colombia conflict will no doubt exacerbate the impending humanitarian crisis unfolding in the region.  The impact that this will have on its smaller neighboring countries such as Panama and Ecuador  is un -fathomable. In the light of these recent developments, it is unlikely that the construction of the Darien Gap Highway be given a green light, unless it responds to tactical military objectives in an all out regional war.   The potential political costs of a protracted military involvement in Colombia is a factor not to be under-estimated, however it is clear that the main losers will be Colombian people, and particularly those located in sensitive border regions.
At this stage, the de-linking of issues such as international security, guerrilla warfare and drug producing to the question of whether or not the road should be built is essential.  There are very real geopolitical projects, constructs and visions bearing on the Darien. It is important to separate rather than amalgamate these issues. Not building the road will not necessarily result in greater political stability in Colombia or Panama.  Nor does the building of the Darien Gap highway necessarily mean that economic development and prosperity will transform the Darien into an emporium for world trade.  Even if the Darien Gap highway is definitely abandoned as a project, it does not in and of itself constitute a sufficient condition for the long-term conservation of its extraordinary natural and cultural heritage.

The Darien Gap has entered the Twenty-first century unforded.  In spite of its relatively small size (an odd 25,000 km2), and remote location, the forces at play in the opening of the Gap are global in scope.   It captures in many ways the conflicts of the millenia between modernity and tradition, between conservation and development, between sovereignty, identity and free trade. What is at play in the Darien Gap is obviously more than a pristine forest environment or local indigenous cultures.  It will probably be a testing ground for the geopolitical make-up of Middle America in the nascent century, and whether such a thing as sustainable development is truly feasible or not.

Table No.2: Yearly Total of Internally Displaced People in Colombia 1985-1999


Source: República de Colombia, 1999
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�The tropical wet forest formation extends from the Panamanian Darien into the Colombian Chocó, as both sides of the range share similar species composition. While higher ranges have a floristic composition similar to the cloud forest refugias of highland Chiriquí and Costa Rica, the lower forests have more in common with the Chocó and adjoining swamp forests.  In particular, the riparian forest formation, known locally as the Cativo (Prioria copaifera), dominates most of the lower Atrato River Delta and associated swamps, as it is a major source of timber for the Colombian market.





� Quoted by Jon Barnes (1993:  138).





�ANCON and Fundación Natura, 1996 – This collection of official documents includes a 1996 report from the Transport Ministry of Colombia, National Highway Institute, titled “Proyecto Conexión Terrestre Colombia-Panamá”, these figures appear on p.1.





� Routes included the 540 km route compared to the 81 km between Río Leon and Palo de las Letras (Parsons, J.J. 1967:  63).





� U.S. Congress,Council on Foreign Relations, 2000 Toward Greater Peace and Security in Colombia: Forging a Constructive U.S. Policy, report of an independent Task Force sponsored by the Council on Foreign Relations and the Interamerican Dialogue, Washington, D.C.: Council on Foreign Relations, p.6.





� Alejandro Reyes Posada “Conflicto y Territorio en Colombia” in Colonización del Bosque Humedo Trópical, Corporación Araracuara, Bogota, 1992, pp. 55-67.





� El País, Edición América, Año XXII, No.7461, Wednesday, October 15th,1997.


� U.S. Congress,Council on Foreign Relations, 2000 Toward Greater Peace and Security in Colombia: Forging a Constructive U.S. Policy, report of an independent Task Force sponsored by the Council on Foreign Relations and the Interamerican Dialogue, Washington, D.C.: Council on Foreign Relations, p.7.





� For a compelling account of the cocaine-lobster connection in the Miskito Keys off Nicaragua’s Caribbean Coast, see Nietschmann, Bernard 1995  Conservación, autodeterminación y el Area Protegida Costa Miskita, Nicaragua, in Mesoamérica, VOL16, No 29, pp.1-56.





�  Stakes include 300,000 jobs, over 3,000 buildings and installations - including airports, comunications and radar facilities - in areas of prime real estate, near a major shipping route for world commerce.





� Malcolm Anderson 1997 The Political Science of Frontiers in Ganster, Paul et al 1997 Borders and Border Regions in Europe and North America, San Diego: State University of San Diego Press/Institute of the Californias,p.28.





�  In a 1993 letter signed by both  the Panamanian and Colombian Ministers of Public Transport, sent to the Director of International Programs of the U.S. Federal Highway Administration, they stated:





“Our governments have made a strong commitment to preserve and improve the fragile environment and take all necessary measures to guarantee that the road will not be used as access to new land for colonization, but as a “bridge” to enable all people from the Americas to freely move through our Continent, help preserve our biodiversity and gain valuable knowledge from its study(...) The Darien Gap highway will improve the image held in the United States and our two countries of road builders so damaged by a history of lack of concern towards environmental issues and prove that development and environment are complementary, rather than antagonistic elements in any society whether developed or not. Furthermore,  the connection will stabilize and strengthen democracy in strategic areas of Panama and Colombia that are, in the present state of affairs, fertile land to breed and house guerrillas and drug producers.”
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