
FOCUS ON PANAMA 2003

1. Introduction

Since its independence in 1903, Panama has had a history of political upheaval, most recently
manifested in the invasion of the country by US troops in 1989.  The Panama Canal, which links the
Atlantic and Pacific Oceans, returned to Panamanian control in 1999. The Red Cross Society of
Panama has undergone significant internal change since 1989. After a period of instability, the National
Society underwent internal reorganization, under which its leaders were replaced and its operational
capacity, activities and services were reviewed.

At the provincial and regional levels, the National Society has chapters in each of the nine provinces,
including the province of Darién, in the border region near Colombia. This chapter was established in
1998 with the cooperation of the ICRC in order to provide assistance to people affected by the internal
conflict in Colombia. The National Society is also established in the Kuna Yala region, home to the
largest and best-organized indigenous group. There are 25 committees at the district level.

In 1998, the Red Cross Society of Panama had a total of 2,752 volunteers and members. Of these,
2,400 were youth members, 227 were relief volunteers and 125 were women volunteers. The
volunteers generally work in relief and assistance activities and are also active in training and
dissemination. 

In 1998, the National Society's expenditure was CHF 1.2 million. Income comes from membership
fees (34 per cent), fund-raising campaigns (34 per cent) and government grants and other subsidies
(32 per cent). The society's accounts are audited quarterly and annually.

Faced with the challenges of the past decade, the National Society has, with international and national
support, strengthened and increased its programmes and services. In 1997, a proposal for institutional
development was drawn up with the objective of reorienting the work of the Society to focus its
programmes on the most vulnerable groups, based on the capacities and priorities of each chapter or
committee. The Red Cross Society of Panama used vulnerability and capacity assessments in
promoting programmes and activities aimed at combating extreme poverty and assisting the most
vulnerable groups at the national level.

The chapters and committees manage their own budgets on the basis of the various amounts that they
are able to secure as permanent allocations. With few exceptions, they take initiatives to increase their
sources of funding, though they depend greatly on the national headquarters for certain programmes,
such as volunteer and relief training.

The PRC is a member of the Panamanian emergency and national security commission, and together
with the ICRC, is a member of the national inter-institutional committee on international humanitarian
law. The society also coordinates with the relevant government authorities with regard to its
community development assistance and health projects.

The PRC works actively with other organizations in the fields of training, relief and assistance. The
National Society’s cooperation with the Federation has increased in recent years, as have regional
follow-up activities. As part of this cooperation, the PRC has made available its human resources for
the training of other National Societies, both within the region and elsewhere. 
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2.  National Context

8.7Adult illiteracy rate % Female age 15 +
7.5Adult illiteracy rate % Male age 15 +

-Net primary school enrolment ratio %
5.5% of population aged 65 and above

31.3% of population under 15 yrs of age
1.3Annual population growth rate %
1.5% of people living with HIV/ AIDS
94% of population using adequate sanitation facilities
87% of population using improved water sources
16% of total population undernourished
90% of births attended by skilled health staff
70Maternal mortality rate per 100,000 live births
26Under 5 mortality per 1,000 live births
20Infant mortality per 1,000 live births

6,000GDP per capita (US $)
37.3% of the population living below national poverty line
14.0% of the population living below $ 1/day
2.9Total population (millions)
57Country ranking HDI

PanamaIndicators

Source: Human Development Report 2002 - UNDP

In spite of the progress achieved over the last decade, poverty persists in varying degrees, throughout
the entire country. At present, two realities which barely have any contact the one with the other,
coexist in Panama: the Panama of the well-off and that of the poor. In Panama, poverty is essentially a
socio-ethnic problem.  Indicators relating to standards of living present the most criticial situation with
the the highest rates of disparity. There are numerous vulnerable groups in Panama including farmers,
agricultural workers in rural areas, the urban poor and the indigenous poor. In respect of gender,
progress has been made in reducing the gaps between men and women since Panamanian women are
better educated and remain in the educational system longer than men. 

3.  National Society Priorities

Health and Care

Activities in this area include: care for abandoned children; home care for the elderly; a feeding centre
for malnourished children in the Atlantic region; a survival programme for children living in the
indigenous zone; cholera and dengue fever prevention and education; a nationwide programme for
child orientation centres; a visiting social and medical assistance programme, with nationwide food,
clothing and medicine distribution; a sight-assistance programme for people with limited resources;
distribution of wheelchairs for the disabled; reconstruction of 11 health posts, with equipment and
community work for primary health care; community assistance for the population of Ngobe Buglé in
the Bocas del Toro province; and training in healthy home techniques in some 50 communities.
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Disaster Management

The PRC carries out relief operations, runs ambulance, first-aid and beach, road and special events
services. The National Society is currently providing humanitarian assistance for displaced populations
in Darién and Kuna Yala.

AT A GLANCE

Audit of the year 2001 carried out2002Yearly audit
2000Elections

Completed2001Self Assessment
CAS

2002Regulations
2000-2004NDP

Revised2002Statutes
COMMENTYEAR

Main strengths
� Good image
� Active volunteers
� Strategic alliances
� Leader in first aid

Main challenges
� Strengthening the management capacity of a larger number of headquarters staff
� Strengthening of the National Society on the basis of its firm commitment to community

development, particularly in rural areas.

4.  Red Cross / Red Crescent priorities
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Red Cross priorities in Panama to date have been humanitarian relief to persons fleeing into Panama
through the Darién rain forest to escape violence in neighbouring Colombia, as well as to persons
displaced within Panama along the border. In addition, the ICRC and the Federation have been
strengthening the capacity of the Red Cross Society of Panama in communications and information. 

5. Priority Programmes for Secretariat assistance

The priority programmes for Secretariat assistance in 2003-2004 to the Red Cross Society of Panama
will be in organizational development, especially through the regional integrated branch development
project, and in disaster preparedness and response, particularly through the regional community based
disaster preparedness project.

10.12.2002 - 19:44

Pág. 4/4AD - 
T:\APPEALS\DRAFTS\Andy\Appeal 2003\Mandy returns\Americas country strat
\Panama.lwp


