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[bookmark: _Toc230187729]EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The Caribbean Large Marine Ecosystem Plus (BE-CLME+) Project aims to promote and further progress a blue economy in the Caribbean Region through MSP and Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) in Barbados, Belize, Guyana, Jamaica, Saint Lucia, and Panama. Under the BE-CLME+ Project, the Caribbean Regional Fisheries Mechanism (CRFM) Secretariat have developed a Caribbean Regional Marine Spatial Planning (MSP) Step-by-Step Guide and Protocol. This Panama Marine Spatial Planning Profile was produced, following desk-based research and stakeholder feedback, to assess the current status, challenges and opportunities for marine spatial planning in Panama, in order to inform the development of the Guide and Protocol. 
Panama’s vast maritime jurisdiction includes a territorial sea covering 26,623 square kilometres and an Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) covering approximately 209,779 square kilometres across both the Pacific and Caribbean coasts. These waters support critical maritime sectors such as global shipping, commercial and artisanal fishing, aquaculture, and coastal tourism.
Panama's approach to marine ecosystem-based management is currently in the pilot stage. Its central framework is the National Ocean Policy (NOP), which guides ocean governance, conservation, and sustainable use. The NOP outlines ambitious conservation goals: Panama has committed to protecting at least 30% of its ocean by 2030, a goal already surpassed by conserving over 54% of its EEZ as of March 2023, positioning the nation as a regional and global leader in marine protection. The Ministry of Environment (MiAMBIENTE) is the primary authority responsible for implementing the MSP methodology, primarily through its Coast and Seas Division (DICOMAR). 
Current MSP efforts operate primarily on a local scale, exemplified by pilot initiatives in the Gulf of Chiriqui and Bocas del Toro. A concrete step toward PEM was the 2023 expansion of the Banco Volcán Marine Protected Area in the Caribbean, which grew to more than 90,000 square kilometres. The Pacific and Caribbean coasts present distinct management requirements due to ecological differences, institutional dynamics, and varied pressures. The Pacific focuses on ecosystem connectivity and addresses pressures from industrial fishing and shipping, while the Caribbean focuses on coral reef protection and coastal tourism management. Panama plans to apply the principles of PEM through a participatory, ecosystem-based, and cross-sectoral approach, actively engaging in regional cooperation through forums like CMAR, PACA LME, and the CLME+. 
Despite significant political commitment, several critical gaps inhibit effective national MSP implementation. These include institutional and legal gaps, where multiple agencies (MiAMBIENTE, Panama Maritime Authority, ARAP) have overlapping or conflicting mandates, leading to fragmented governance.
A major hurdle is the scarcity of robust data and knowledge. Gaps exist in:
· Complete, up-to-date spatial mapping of critical habitats (e.g., coral reefs and mangroves)
· Limited baseline data on ecosystem health and long-term environmental trends
· Insufficient socio-economic data, particularly regarding resource use patterns by local communities and the economic value of various marine sectors
Furthermore, capacity and resource constraints are prevalent, with a shortage of staff trained in spatial analysis and integrated management, alongside limited funding for implementation and monitoring. Stakeholder engagement processes face challenges in ensuring meaningful participation, particularly of Indigenous groups like the Ngäbe-Buglé and Naso Tjër Di, whose traditional territories overlap with key coastal areas.
To progress, Panama should prioritise institutional clarity, robust data systems, and strong stakeholder buy-in. Key recommendations include:
· Strengthen institutional coordination: Clarify mandates between MiAMBIENTE, AMP, and other agencies, and establish a high-level, multi-agency MSP Steering Committee to coordinate actions.
· Improve data and knowledge management: Prioritise the collection, harmonisation, and open exchange of spatial data, and develop national marine and coastal atlases to fill research gaps.
· Deepen stakeholder engagement: Institutionalise broad and meaningful participation from all stakeholders, using culturally appropriate approaches, especially in pilot areas.
· Ensure sustainable financing: Explore blended finance mechanisms, such as blue bonds, international donor support, and payments for ecosystem services, to secure long-term funding for planning, capacity building, and implementation.
· Expand and integrate MPAs: Ensure the effective management of the 54% of protected waters and integrate both new and existing MPAs into the broader MSP process to enhance ecological connectivity.
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[bookmark: _Toc230187730]1	INTRODUCTION 
[bookmark: _Toc230187731]1.1	Scope
The Secretariat of the Caribbean Regional Fisheries Mechanism (CRFM) is preparing a Caribbean Regional Marine Spatial Planning Guide and Step-by-Step Protocol under the BE-CLME+ Project, to be delivered by the end of 2025. The Guide and Protocol will align with international best practices for developing and implementing the PEM, but will be tailored to the specific challenges and opportunities of the countries participating in BE-CLME+: Barbados, Belize, Guyana, Jamaica, Panama, and Saint Lucia.  
Consultations were conducted in each country during July and August 2025 to understand how the Guide and Protocol can best consider their individual circumstances. The profile provides a detailed overview of the current state of Marine Spatial Planning (MSP), its drivers and policy support, as well as specific challenges and recommendations for Panama. This profile was originally prepared in July 2025, prior to such consultations, based on desk research that used available documents relevant to the PEM in Panama to provide an initial information base. The information was tested and refined through consultations with PEM stakeholders in Panama, to identify the most relevant topics for the development of the Guide and Protocol.
The recommendations contained in Section 6 reflect the recommendations contained in the various sources of evidence reviewed on how Panama can further advance the PEM. They indicate the possible future direction of travel for Panama and will be used to understand how the Regional Guidance and Protocol can help address them. 
[bookmark: _Toc230187732]1.2	Context
Panama's territorial sea (up to 12 nautical miles) covers 26,623 km2 and its Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) covers approximately 209,779 km2, extending up to 200 nautical miles from its coasts in both the Pacific Ocean and the Caribbean Sea (MSP Global 2030 – accessed July 2025). This vast maritime area supports a wide range of marine sectors, reflecting the country's strategic geographical position and its commitment to both economic development and marine conservation.  The National System of Protected Areas (SINAP) covers more than 34% of Panama's territory, including key marine-coastal sites in Bocas del Toro (e.g., Isla Bastimentos National Marine Park, San Pond Sak Wetland), the expanded Volcano Bank in the Caribbean, and the Coiba Mountain Range in the Pacific (see Figure 1). 
Key maritime sectors include shipping, with Panama being a global hub for maritime traffic. Transportation and logistics are critical to Panama's economy, and there is significant infrastructure (including underwater) and port operations. Commercial and artisanal fishing is also prominent, targeting species such as tuna, shrimp, and snapper. Aquaculture, including shrimp and fish farming, also operates in coastal and offshore waters. Coastal and marine tourism, including cruises, sport fishing, scuba diving, and ecotourism, are economically significant, especially in areas such as the Gulf of Chiriqui and Bocas del Toro, which have been the main testbeds for EMP-related projects and initiatives to date. 
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[bookmark: _heading=h.snzjgf8bwtak]Figure 1. Panamanian Marine Protected Areas of the Caribbean and Pacific Coasts (Source:  https://icriforum.org/members/panama/ and the MarViva Project)
[bookmark: _Toc230187733]2	MSP OVERVIEW	
Panama's approach to PEM, which is in its early stages, is guided by its National Ocean Policy (NOP) that seeks to coordinate governmental, private, and community actions for the conservation and sustainable use of marine areas, while protecting national interests. A key component of the NOP is the commitment to protect at least 54% of Panama's national waters. Panama is now committed to the development of a Sustainable Ocean Plan (SOP), which is an integrated and evidence-based strategy for sustainable ocean management.
This section provides a brief overview of the status of MSP in Panama, including policies, MSP primary authority, MSP status, planning approach, and scope.
Table 1. MSP Overview 
	Criteria
	Overview

	MSP Legislation and Policies 
	Panama's National Ocean Policy (NOP) is the country's central framework for ocean governance, conservation, and sustainable use of marine resources.

National Law No. 204 (Regulates Fisheries and Aquaculture, of May 18, 2021) regulates in the Republic of Panama and dictates other provisions. Its objective is to guarantee the sustainable management and conservation of these resources.

National Law No. 8 (National System of Protected Areas, SINAP, 2015) integrates all protected areas in the country, including MPAs.

National Law No. 41 (General Environmental Law, 1998), Law No. 44 (Aquatic Resources Authority, 2006) and Law No. 1 (Forestry Law, 1994) define marine-coastal resources, protected areas and institutional responsibilities.

National Law No. 2 (Tourism, 2006) covers tourism development, environmental safeguards and incentives.

Panama is also a party to several global agreements such as UNCLOS, MARPOL, the RAMSAR Convention, the Convention on Biological Diversity, the Port State Measures Agreement (to combat illegal fishing, promoting the sustainable management of fisheries and aquaculture resources), IMO (International Maritime Organization) Agreements on maritime safety and pollution prevention, with conventions such as SOLAS (Safety of Life at Sea) and MARPOL (Pollution from Ships), plus the regional protocols for the conservation of mangroves.


	MSP Primary Authority
	Marine and coastal management and the mandate to implement the MSP methodology are under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Environment (MiAMBIENTE, formerly ANAM).
The Coast and Seas Division of MiAMBIENTE (DICOMAR) is responsible for the protection, conservation and sustainable use of coastal and marine resources. The Panama Maritime Authority (AMP) also plays an important role in coastal management. 

	MSP Stage 
	MSP is currently in the pilot stage of case study in Panama, with initiatives that have been carried out in Bocas del Toro, Gulf of San Miguel and Gulf of Chiriqui in particular. 

	MSP Plan Name/Initiative(s)
	While there is currently no formal MSP for Panama, there are several relevant initiatives:

In 2006, the Bocas del Toro's multi-phase sustainable development program included the development of a 'Bocas del Toro Integrated Coastal Marine Management Plan', which explores the need for integrated coastal and marine area planning, emphasising the coordination of ecological, social and economic interests in the region.

The 2019-2020 project "Towards an integrated and ecosystem-based joint management of the Central American Pacific Large Coastal Marine Ecosystem" (PACA, GEF ID 10076) was a multinational initiative involving Panama and its Pacific neighbours. It aimed to promote ecosystem-based management (EBM) of PACA LME through regional governance, collaborative frameworks and pilot actions on the ground. In Panama, a pilot project in Puerto Barú focused on MSP and the promotion of conservation and sustainable use of resources.

The 2023 expansion of the Banco Volcán Marine Protected Area from ~14,200 km² to more than 90,000 km² in 2023 is a concrete step in the PEM, protecting key ecosystems and fisheries, and setting spatial priorities within Panama's Caribbean EEZ.

In 2023, funding from the China Ocean Development Foundation allowed the First Oceanography Institute of the Ministry of Natural Resources to initiate the Panama Ocean Spatial Planning Project, which aims to sign a memorandum of understanding on ocean space planning cooperation with the International Maritime University of Panama and the Marine Coast Division of the Ministry of Environment of Panama.

The project "Conservation and Sustainable Use of Biodiversity in Coastal Marine Production Landscapes" (GEF ID 9804), implemented in Panama's Southern Azuero Peninsula (ZEMMC) ZEMMC project (completed in 2023) aims to integrate biodiversity conservation into regional development planning and community activities within coastal marine production landscapes. The project, implemented by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), seeks to improve the management of coastal and marine areas, protect biodiversity and promote sustainable livelihoods for coastal communities.

As part of the 'Sustainable Pacific' Project, the countries of the Central American Pacific Coastal Large Marine Ecosystem (PACA LME) are coming together to strengthen sustainable management at scale. The PEM in the project is being piloted through the MarViva project in Panama, which focuses on Bocas del Toro and will contribute with learning to support the implementation of the PEM throughout the region.

The project 'Promoting National Blue Economy Priorities through Marine Spatial Planning in the Caribbean Large Marine Ecosystem Plus (BE-CLME+)' is a regional initiative aimed at promoting the development of the blue economy in the Caribbean region through MSP and Marine Protected Areas (MPAs),  the Ecosystem Approach to Fisheries (EAF) and the development of sustainable and climate-smart fisheries.  value chains and knowledge management in Barbados, Belize, Guyana, Jamaica, Saint Lucia and Panama.


	Plan Scale
	The current formal MSP in Panama operates on a local scale. The national MSP is ongoing as part of the regional pilot projects and transboundary initiatives at the scale of the Central American Pacific Large Coastal Marine Ecosystem (PACA LME) and the Caribbean Large Marine Ecosystem (CLME), but a comprehensive national MSP has not yet been formally adopted. Panama's MSP efforts are evolving towards full national coverage, with the goal of unifying local successes into a broader, legally binding spatial framework.


	Plan Scope
	Panama's NOP covers all marine areas under Panama's jurisdiction, including internal waters, the territorial sea, and the full extent of the EEZ.

	Planning approach
	Panama plans to apply the principles of the PEM through a participatory, ecosystem-based and cross-sectoral process, based on national policies and regional cooperation. The approach will prioritise stakeholder engagement, robust data, adaptive management, and alignment with the country's blue economy and conservation goals, with the goal of achieving sustainable and equitable use of its marine waters and prioritising its extensive protected areas for conservation goals.

	Political commitment to MSP
	Panama has made a clear political commitment to PEM, demonstrated through national policies, regional pilot projects, institutional frameworks, and active participation in regional and international cross-border PEM initiatives.



PEM and management in Panama vary significantly between the Pacific and Caribbean coasts due to ecological, institutional, socioeconomic, and geopolitical factors. These differences have important implications for conservation, sustainable development and governance. The Pacific coast is characterised by high biodiversity, dynamic upwelling systems, and the presence of large marine protected areas (e.g., the Coiba Mountain Range). There are key migratory corridors for marine mammals, sharks and turtles and greater diversity and productivity of species compared to the Caribbean. In contrast, the Caribbean coast features extensive coral reefs, mangroves, and seagrass beds and stands out for its deep-sea environments and unique features such as the Volcano Bank MPA. It is a less productive area but is home to unique endemic species and critical habitats for fishing and tourism. Table 2 establishes the comparison between the Pacific coast and the Caribbean coast. 
Table 2. Comparison between the Pacific Coast and the Caribbean Coast 
	Aspect
	Pacific Coast
	Caribbean Coast

	Primary ecological approach
	Ecosystem connectivity, migratory corridors, fisheries
	Coral reef protection, seagrass meadows, coastal tourism, deep-sea MPAs.

	Main pressures
	Industrial fishing, shipping, IUU fishing
	Tourism, real estate

	Data and monitoring
	More developed spatial data (e.g. GIS atlases) and continuous monitoring of fisheries and biodiversity
	Data gaps remain in mapping, ecosystem health, and socio-economic uses

	Planning Scale
	Large-scale, regional, cross-border
	Local and integrated coastal zone management

	Institutional governance scale
	Stronger regional coordination
	Fragmented local-national overlap

	Role of stakeholders
	Regional, national, some local
	Local and Indigenous communities

	Stakeholder engagement
	Strong regional and international collaboration; pilot projects, for example, in Puerto Barú
	Emphasis on local and indigenous community participation, especially in Bocas del Toro

	Flagship initiatives
	Regional projects (e.g. PACA LME, Sustainable Pacific Project)
	Expansion of the MPA Volcano Bank, integrated coastal management in Bocas del Toro



MSP Status in the Gulf of Chiriqui (Pacific)
The PEM in the Gulf of Chiriqui has been tried and tested through a combination of conservation projects, improved governance mechanisms, and stakeholder engagement aimed at balancing ecological protection with economic activities such as fishing and tourism.
The Gulf of Chiriqui is renowned for its vibrant fisheries, growing tourism sector, and critical habitats such as reefs, mangroves, and seamounts. Traditional planning in the region often overlooked ecological and oceanographic linkages, limiting the effectiveness of biodiversity protection and the sustainability of ecosystem services. MSP pilot efforts have sought to address these gaps by integrating ecological dynamics and habitat connectivity into management strategies.
A major grant from the Bezos Earth Fund to the MarViva Panama Project (through Re:Wild) has supported the development of improved governance mechanisms, improved monitoring and control tools, and better fisheries management. This includes promoting responsible artisanal fishing practices to maintain local livelihoods while protecting migratory species and critical habitats.
The Gulf of Chiriqui National Marine Park, established in 1994, is a fundamental element of the PEM in the region. The park protects islands, reefs, mangroves, and vital marine and terrestrial wildlife, serving as a real-world testbed for zoning, enforcement, and stakeholder-driven management.
Projects such as the proposed Port of Barú have prompted comprehensive analyses of economic, social, and environmental impacts. These assessments have highlighted the need for MSP to resolve conflicts between development (e.g. port construction) and conservation (e.g. protection of mangroves and nursery areas), supporting legal challenges and promoting sustainable alternatives.
The region has seen the active participation of local communities, NGOs and conservation groups, particularly in response to human development pressures. Their participation in EMP processes has been instrumental in identifying the values of ecosystem services, advocating for sustainable development, and ensuring that planning reflects both ecological priorities and community needs.
The Gulf is designated as an Important Marine Mammal Area (IMMA) and an Important Shark and Ray Area (ISRA), reflecting its scientific significance. Ongoing monitoring and research informs adaptive management and supports the MSP process.
The results of the MarViva Panama Re:Wild project include:
· Participatory mapping and habitat identification
· Fisheries management and capacity-building
· Governance and Regulatory Advocacy
· Alternative livelihoods and community-based tourism
· Transparency and oversight
MSP Status in Bocas del Toro (Caribbean) 
Bocas del Toro's multi-phase sustainable development program included the development of a "Bocas del Toro Integrated Marine Coastal Management Plan," whose progress reports discuss the need for integrated coastal and marine area planning, emphasising the coordination of ecological, social, and economic interests. The research for the plan describes integrated coastal zone management as a continuous and dynamic process for the sustainable use, development and protection of marine and coastal areas and resources, reflecting the basic concepts of MSP. The reports discuss the General Indicative Plan for Environmental Management (PIGOT) and the need for spatial planning that integrates marine and coastal areas, including the territorial sea and the EEZ. It recommends the development of planning instruments that rationally allocate marine-coastal spaces, in accordance with the MSP methodology.
The analyses of the various progress reports cover legal, policy and institutional frameworks related to planning and management of the marine and coastal environment, the collection of social and environmental data and the identification of key gaps, the assessment of key ecosystem resources and threats, and the creation of maps,  conducting interviews and workshops with key stakeholders and proposing a future research and monitoring programme. 
The core of the resulting management plan consists of five interrelated action plans:
· Sustainable fishery resources: Strategies for the recovery of stocks, access control, co-management and monitoring.
· Conservation of coastal habitats and resources: Protection and restoration of mangroves, coral reefs and seagrass meadows.
· Pollution and waste management: Measures to control pollution, improve waste management, and reduce the impacts of agriculture and urbanisation.
· Ecotourism: Promotion of sustainable tourism practices that benefit local communities and protect natural assets.
· Inter-agency coordination: Mechanisms to improve collaboration between government agencies, NGOs, and local stakeholders.
3 [bookmark: _Toc230187734]MSP PROCESS REVIEW 
[bookmark: _Toc230187735]3.1	Vision and Objectives
The vision and objectives of Panama's PEM are guided by MiAmbiente's national leadership and active participation in the BE-CLME+ project. These are further based on the integration of blue economy objectives, biodiversity protection, sustainable fisheries and strong cross-sectoral collaboration, supported by alignment with regional and international marine governance frameworks. 
The NOP provides the core framework for ocean governance, conservation and sustainable use of marine resources, including support for the principles of the MSP. Key features and commitments of Panama's NOP include:
· Ambitious conservation goals: Panama has committed to protecting at least 30% of its ocean by 2030, exceeding this goal by conserving more than 54% of its Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) as of March 2023. This positions Panama as a regional and world leader in marine protection.
· Expansion of marine protected areas: The expansion of the Volcano Bank Managed Resources Area to more than 90,000 km² is a direct result of this policy direction. More than half of this area is under full protection, safeguarding vital habitats for sharks, pelagic fish, and other marine life.
· Integrating science and sustainability: The policy emphasises evidence-based management, the use of technology, and sustainable livelihoods for ocean-dependent communities.
· Legal and financial commitments: Panama has made significant financial investments and legal commitments to implement its NOP, including the establishment and management of MPAs.
The key objectives of the NOP are:
· Biodiversity conservation: Protect marine ecosystems and species through spatial planning and effective management of MPAs.
· Sustainable use: Balancing economic activities (such as fishing, shipping, and tourism) with conservation goals.
· Climate action: Enhance climate resilience and support global efforts to mitigate the impacts of climate change on marine environments.
· Stakeholder engagement: Engage government, the private sector, local communities, and international partners in ocean governance.
[bookmark: _Toc230187736]3.2	Role of Institutions and Agencies 
The Ministry of the Environment (MiAmbiente) is the key institution involved in the PEM in Panama. MiAmbiente is the government institution responsible for the protection, conservation, preservation and restoration of the environment and the sustainable use of natural resources to ensure compliance with regulations and the National Environmental Policy. The Coast and Seas Division (DICOMAR) of this Ministry is responsible for the management of coastal and marine resources through an ecosystem approach, which contributes to establishing a healthy environment for the well-being of Panamanian society. Its scope includes, but is not limited to, coastal lagoons and estuaries, mangroves, seagrasses, seaweed, coral and rocky reefs, pelagic ecosystems, endangered species, invasive species, migratory species, and deep waters.
Institutional analysis for Bocas del Toro
The project of the Bocas del Toro multiphase sustainable development program 'Bocas del Toro Integrated Marine Coastal Management Plan' carried out an institutional analysis of the Bocas del Toro region with the purpose of developing an integrated plan for coastal management. 
In summary, multiple institutions are involved in the management of marine-coastal resources, including:
· Ministry of Environment (MiAmbiente)
· Aquatic Resources Authority of Panama (ARAP)
· Panama Maritime Authority (AMP)
· Ministry of Economy and Finance (MEF)
· Ministry of Housing (MIVI)
· Ministry of Health (MINSA)
· Municipal authorities
· National Aeronaval Service (SENAN)
· Directorate of Cadastre and Heritage Assets (under MEF)
· Panama Tourism Authority (ATP)
· Panamanian Sports Institute (PANDEPORTES)
·  National Institute of Aqueducts and Sewers  (IDAAN)
The roles of the agencies listed can intersect, especially with regard to protected areas, fisheries, and marine-coastal zoning. Coordination between organisations at the local, provincial and national levels will be beneficial. It is noted that many institutions lack adequate resources, technical capacity and clear mandates to carry out their functions effectively.



The draft makes several recommendations:
· Strengthen coordination: Develop formal inter-institutional coordination mechanisms, especially for implementation and monitoring.
· Clarify mandates: Harmonise legal frameworks to reduce overlap and clarify institutional responsibilities.
· Build Capacity: Invest in training, equipment, and human resources for key agencies.
· Improve stakeholder engagement: Institutionalise community and user group participation in planning and management.
· Adaptive management: Promote flexible and adaptive approaches that can respond to changing conditions and new information.
[bookmark: _Toc230187737]3.3	Stakeholder Engagement 
Marine management in Panama emphasises inclusive participation, involving government agencies, local communities, NGOs, and the private sector in planning and decision-making. Stakeholder engagement as part of the development of an integrated coastal management plan for Bocas del Toro involved several workshops (in Chiriqui Grande, Changuinola and Isla Colon) and interviews with the general public, government officials, private companies, indigenous groups and others. It is noted, however, that the information dates to 2010 and was only valid for 5 years so will likely be out of date. At the time, the workshops highlighted the community's deep distrust of institutions, widespread concern about foreign exploitation of resources, and a strong local desire for participatory, sustainable, and community-led management of Bocas del Toro's marine environment. Common themes across engagement activities include environmental concerns, weak institutional capacity and fragmentation, socio-economic equity concerns, training needs, and inclusion. 
Possible solutions identified by workshop/interview participants included:
· Enforce fishing regulations with the participation of fishermen
· Developing tourism with environmental safeguards and local guides
· Establish a Community Tourist Information Centre
· Implement a transparent concession system with community input
· Increase monitoring program (especially for mangroves, fisheries, pollution)
· Promoting reforestation and habitat restoration
· Create legal frameworks and NGO partnerships to support local projects
These workshops reveal both a clear appetite for local community participation in marine governance and an urgent need to address long-standing institutional gaps and poor coordination between organisations. While MSP was not formalised as such as part of this project's work, these community insights can directly inform zoning priorities, management objectives, and governance design, i.e., MPAs and zoning plans should align with community needs, not displace them; institutional legitimacy depends on transparent, participatory and accountable governance; a future PEM framework must integrate economic justice, land rights, and environmental recovery.
[bookmark: _Toc230187738]3.4	Data and Evidence
Progress Report No. 1 – Consultative for the Preparation of the Coastal Marine Management Plan, Bocas del Toro Integrated Development (2007) identifies several critical gaps and uncertainties in marine resource data that hinder effective management and planning, which are described below. 
Spatial data gaps
· Incomplete habitat mapping: Complete, up-to-date maps of critical habitats such as coral reefs, mangroves, and seagrass beds are missing.
· Distribution of resources: There are uncertainties regarding the precise distribution and extent of key marine resources and habitats.
Health and state of ecosystems
· Limited baseline data: There is insufficient baseline information on the health of marine ecosystems, including indicators such as water quality, species abundance, and habitat condition.
· Trends and changes: Data on long-term environmental trends, degradation rates, and impacts of human activities are fragmented or outdated.
Fisheries and biological resources
· Stock assessments: Reliable data on the status of fish stocks, stock dynamics and breeding grounds are lacking, making it difficult to assess the sustainability of fisheries.
· Catch and effort data: There are gaps in records of fishing effort, catch volumes and species composition, especially for artisanal and small-scale fisheries.
Socio-economic information
· Resource use patterns: Data on how local communities, including indigenous groups, use and depend on marine resources are incomplete.
· Economic value: The economic contributions of different marine sectors (e.g. fisheries, tourism) are not fully quantified, limiting the understanding of their importance and trade-offs.
Environmental pressures and threats
· Sources of pollution: There is uncertainty regarding the sources, types, and levels of pollutants that affect coastal and marine environments.
· Development impacts: The cumulative impacts of tourism, urbanisation and resource extraction on marine ecosystems are not well documented.
Monitoring and research
· Continuous monitoring: Systematic  long-term environmental monitoring programs are limited or absent, resulting in poor detection of emerging changes and threats.
· Research coordination: Scientific studies are often not coordinated, leading to duplication of efforts and gaps in knowledge.
[bookmark: _Toc230187739]
3.5	Transboundary Cooperation
Panama collaborates with countries such as Costa Rica, Ecuador and Mexico on the Pacific side, and with Caribbean neighbours, to develop harmonised management approaches for large marine ecosystems such as the Central American Pacific Large Coastal Marine Ecosystem (PACA LME). This includes sharing best practices, aligning management objectives, and addressing common threats such as overfishing, habitat loss, and pollution.
Regional projects and forums (e.g., MSPforum, Sustainable Pacific Project, BE-CLME+) emphasise the importance of sharing spatial data, creating multidisciplinary technical teams, and conducting regular joint evaluations to strengthen the implementation and monitoring of MSP.
Table 3. Cross-border initiatives in which Panama participates
	Project/Initiative
	Main focus
	Partners (with Panama)

	CMAR (Eastern Tropical Pacific Marine Corrider)
	Create a network of interconnected MPAs to protect migratory routes and critical habitats for sea turtles, whales, sharks, and manta rays across national borders.
	Colombia, Costa Rica, Ecuador

	Global Fisheries Watch Partnership
	Improve transparency, monitoring, and enforcement of Panama's marine protected areas using advanced technology.
	Global fisheries monitoring

	MSPGlobal/Sout Eastern Pacific Regional Projects
	Strengthen institutional coordination, capacity building, and the development of a regional roadmap for cross-border MSP.
	CPPS, UNESCO-IOC States

	Global Environment Facility (GEF)
	Support regional governance, sustainable investments in the blue economy and the effectiveness of MPAs.
	Conservation International, GEF, CMAR countries

	Caribbean Large Marine Ecosystem Plus (CLME+)
	Sustainable management of shared marine living resources in the Caribbean, with particular emphasis on transboundary governance.
	Caribbean Nations



[bookmark: _Toc230187740]3.6	Financing MSP processes
The GEF is one of the main funders of PEM and blue economy projects in Panama, including the BE-CLME+ project (Promoting National Blue Economy Priorities through Marine Spatial Planning in the Caribbean Large Marine Ecosystem Plus). This project mobilises approximately US$6.2 million in GEF financing and US$41.7 million in partner co-financing. It provides direct funding for MSP processes, data gap assessments, capacity building, and the development of sustainable fisheries and value chains. Additional funding comes from sources such as the China Ocean Development Foundation, which supports data collection and analysis for MSPs, and the Development Bank of Latin America. As part of its blue economy strategy, Panama is exploring sustainable financing mechanisms such as blue bonds, environmental taxes, and payment for ecosystem services to ensure long-term financing for marine management and recovery. While not yet as prominent as in some Caribbean countries (such as Belize), Panama is considering innovative financial instruments such as blue bonds and debt conversions for nature, which can channel funds into marine conservation and EMP.
[bookmark: _Toc230187741]4	MSP CHALLENGES
The work of the pilot project in Bocas del Toro identified several critical gaps that need to be addressed for effective MSP more broadly in Panama, but particularly in regions such as Bocas del Toro.
Institutional and legal gaps
· Overlapping jurisdictions: Multiple agencies have overlapping and sometimes conflicting mandates over marine and coastal resources, leading to fragmented regulatory and management conflicts.
· Obsolete or incomplete legislation: Existing laws often do not fully address the integrated, cross-sectoral nature of PEM. There is a need for updated and harmonised legislation with a specific focus on marine and coastal spatial planning, including clear definitions, functions and coordination mechanisms.
· Lack of harmonised management plans: Many protected areas lack up-to-date or participatory management plans that incorporate zoning, stakeholder engagement, and adaptive management.
Data and knowledge gaps
· Insufficient spatial data: There is a lack of complete and up-to-date spatial data on marine ecosystems, human uses and socio-economic factors. This makes it difficult to identify conflicts, ecosystem service values, and priority areas for protection or sustainable use.
· Limited monitoring and research: Continuous and systematic environmental monitoring is limited, making it difficult to track changes, assess cumulative impacts, and adapt plans as needed.
· Gaps in socio-economic information: Data on local communities' uses, traditional knowledge and economic activities are often incomplete, limiting the ability to design equitable and effective spatial plans.
Capacity and resource gaps
· Technical limitations: There is a shortage of staff trained in spatial analysis, integrated management and stakeholder facilitation, both at the national and local levels.
· Financial constraints: Limited  funding for MSP processes, data collection, implementation, and stakeholder engagement restricts the scope and effectiveness of planning efforts.
Stakeholder engagement and governance gaps
· Low stakeholder engagement : Mechanisms for meaningful participation of local communities, indigenous groups, and the private sector are underdeveloped or inconsistently applied. Indigenous groups in Panama, particularly in Bocas del Toro, are legally recognised as key stakeholders of the PEM. Their participation is mandatory by law and international agreements, and participatory processes have included their input in mapping, zoning, and conflict resolution. However, challenges remain in ensuring meaningful and coherent participation and integrating traditional knowledge at all stages of the MSP. Continued efforts are needed to strengthen capacity and ensure that indigenous rights and perspectives are fully respected in marine governance. This will depend to a large extent on direct contact with the communities, as well as the financial and tangible support provided to them.
· In Bocas del Toro, the Ngäbe-Buglé and Naso Tjër Di indigenous groups, whose traditional territories and fishing areas overlap with key coastal and marine ecosystems, have participated in planning processes and contributed traditional ecological knowledge. Stakeholder interviews conducted on Isla Colon, Bocas del Toro, focused on the environmental, socio-cultural, and economic impacts of tourism. Through interviews with key local informants (such as business owners, teachers, retirees, youth, and private sector workers), the study explored perceptions of the effects of tourism and discusses the need for a management model that encourages greater community participation and authentic local expression, particularly within an Environmental Education strategy. The key themes of the interviews were that sustainable tourism on Isla Colón requires greater community engagement and effective governance; there is a risk of losing cultural and environmental authenticity due to the rapid development of tourism and weak institutional controls, and; Environmental education and participatory management are key strategies to address these challenges and ensure long-term sustainability.
Integration and implementation gaps
· Poor integration with land use and sectoral policies: MSP is often not well integrated with land planning, fisheries, tourism, infrastructure and other sectoral policies, leading to conflicting objectives and inefficient use of marine space.
· Implementation and enforcement: Poor enforcement of existing regulations and management plans undermines the effectiveness of spatial planning measures.
Environmental and impact assessment gaps
· EIAs for coastal and marine projects could be increased, with greater public participation and monitoring, which will help to increase and improve the design of mitigation measures to prevent negative impacts on marine environments. In the MSP context, improved EIA can help to raise environmental awareness among the population, but requires the necessary environmental management tools to determine the environmental impact, in addition to the installed capacity of public institutions in the sectors.
In summary, Panama faces several important challenges in implementing an effective MSP:
· Implementation of existing regulations: While Panama has developed regulatory frameworks and policies for ocean governance (such as the NOP), enforcing these regulations and monitoring compliance remains a significant challenge. 
· Inter-agency coordination: Effective PEM requires strong coordination across multiple government agencies, sectors, and stakeholders. Panama faces difficulties in aligning actions and responsibilities among institutions, which can lead to fragmented efforts and reduced effectiveness.
· Data gaps and knowledge limitations: Complete and up-to-date spatial and temporal data are essential for MSPs. Panama struggles with insufficient data on marine ecosystems, human activities, and socioeconomic factors, making it difficult to identify conflicts, assess ecosystem services, and plan for future spatial management scenarios.
· Capacity constraints: There are gaps in technical skills, institutional capacities, and resources. This includes expertise in data analytics, stakeholder engagement, and long-term strategic planning.
· Integration with other policies:  MSP often needs to be harmonised with sector-specific policies (fisheries, tourism and maritime transport). Lack of integration can lead to conflicting goals and inefficient use of marine space.
· Stakeholder engagement: Ensuring meaningful participation of local and indigenous communities, marginalised community groups, and traditional ecological knowledge holders is challenging but essential for equitable and effective PEM.
· Long-term planning and adaptation: Capacity building and policy implementation often focus on short-term outcomes rather than building long-term sustainable and adaptable systems.
· Evaluation and adaptation: There are challenges in setting clear objectives, evaluating results, and adapting plans based on lessons learned. This limits the ability to measure the effectiveness of the MSP and make the necessary adjustments.
These challenges are compounded by the overall complexity of ocean governance and the evolving nature of the blue economy, requiring Panama to invest in and allocate resources for capacity building, data systems, and cross-sectoral collaboration to      achieve effective PEM.
5 [bookmark: _Toc230187742]MSP BEST PRACTICES AND SUCCESSES
· ICZM: Panama's first ICZM initiatives in the Gulf of San Miguel and Darien Province set important precedents for resource conservation, conflict resolution, and community development. The experience of the region underscores the importance of participatory planning, interdisciplinary strategies, and flexible approaches that respond to environmental and social dynamics (Suman, 2007).
· Expansion of marine protected areas: In March 2023, Panama expanded the Banco Volcán Marine Protected Area from approximately 14,200 km² to more than 90,000 km², significantly increasing marine conservation coverage in the Caribbean Sea.
· Pilot projects: Panama has launched PEM pilot projects, such as those in the Gulf of Chiriqui and Puerto Baru, under regional initiatives supported by organisations such as UNDP, WWF and GEF. These projects focus on the integration of local communities, data-driven management and cross-sectoral collaboration.
· Regional cooperation: Panama actively participates in regional PEM forums and trainings, collaborating with neighboring countries and international partners to share best practices and develop regional PEM frameworks.
6 [bookmark: _Toc230187743]RECOMMENDATIONS
The recommendations below mirror those set forth in the evidence sources reviewed when developing this profile and include  additional considerations based on the challenges and limitations identified in the evidence sources. They indicate the potential direction of travel for the Panama MSP and will be further tested and developed through consultations with stakeholders in Panama to understand the feasibility and practicality of putting them into practice, which will inform the Guide and Protocol.
For Panama to move forward in its MSP, it must prioritise institutional clarity and coordination, strong stakeholder engagement, strong legal and policy foundations, data-driven decision-making, ecosystem-based approaches, sustainable financing, and regional collaboration. Key recommendations include: 
· Establish a clear national vision and policy framework for PEM: Develop and publish a national vision for PEM, based on Panama's NOP, that coordinates conservation, sustainable use, and blue economy priorities. Ensure legal clarity by enshrining MSP in national legislation and aligning it with existing marine laws and policies.
· Strengthen institutional coordination: Clarify the division of mandates between the Ministry of Environment (MiAMBIENTE), the Panama Maritime Authority (AMP), and other relevant agencies (e.g., ARAP for fisheries, SINAP for protected areas) to eliminate overlaps and ensure integrated, cross-sectoral governance. Consider forming a high-level, multi-agency MSP Steering Committee to guide policies, ensure accountability, and coordinate actions across ministries, sectors, and levels of government.
· Build capacity and human resources: Invest in technical MSP training for government staff at the national and provincial levels. Develop local and indigenous capacities for joint management, mapping, and spatial analysis. Provide stable funding for ongoing technical support, project management, monitoring, and implementation.
· Improve data and knowledge management: Prioritise the collection, harmonisation, and open exchange of spatial data on biodiversity, ecosystem services, fisheries, tourism, shipping, and community use. Develop marine and coastal atlases at the national level, standardise geospatial data protocols, and fill key research gaps (e.g., socioeconomic use, traditional knowledge, ecosystem health). Partner with universities, NGOs, and international organisations to accelerate data mobilisation.
· Deepen stakeholder engagement and public participation: Ensure broad and meaningful engagement from all stakeholders, including government, the private sector, indigenous peoples, coastal communities, women and youth, and conservation groups. Institutionalise participatory processes at every stage of planning, using culturally appropriate approaches, to build trust and ensure stakeholder buy-in, especially in pilot areas such as Bocas del Toro, Gulf of Chiriqui, and Darien.
· Incorporate adaptive and ecosystem-based approaches: Incorporate ecosystem-based management principles, climate change adaptation, and nature-based solutions at the core of MSP design. Plan for monitoring, evaluation, and iterative tuning of MSP tools, with clear performance indicators and triggers for adaptive management.
· Integrate blue economy opportunities: map and allocate space for sustainable economic sectors (fisheries, aquaculture, tourism, shipping) while prioritising the protection of critical habitats and community access rights. Promote MSP as a platform to attract sustainable investments, innovation (e.g. blue carbon, ecotourism) and diversified livelihoods.
· Expand and connect Marine Protected Areas (MPAs): Prioritise ecological connectivity and representativeness by integrating new and existing MPAs into the MSP process, connecting conservation priorities with fisheries management and community use areas. Ensure that at least 54% of Panama's waters are effectively managed and protected, according to national policy.
· Ensure sustainable financing: Explore blended finance mechanisms (public funds, international donors, private sector partnerships, and payment for ecosystem services) to finance PEM planning, implementation, capacity building, and compliance.
· Foster regional and international collaboration: Leverage Panama's leadership in cross-border initiatives (BE-CLME+, PACA LME, MarViva) to share data, align conservation goals, and manage shared populations and migratory routes. Leverage technical support from IOC-UNESCO, GEF and multilateral partners for capacity development and innovation.
· Monitor, evaluate and report on progress: Develop a national monitoring and evaluation framework for MSPs with public and transparent reporting. Regularly assess the effectiveness of EMP actions in relation to social, economic and ecological objectives, and adjust plans as necessary.
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The CRFM is an inter-governmental organization whose mission is to

“Promote and facilitate the responsible utilization of the region’s
fisheries and other aquatic resources for the economic and social
benefits of the current and future population of the region”.

The CRFM consists of three bodies - the Ministerial Council, the
Caribbean Fisheries Forum and the CRFM Secretariat. CRFM members
are Anguilla, Antigua and Barbuda, The Bahamas, Barbados, Belize,
Dominica, Grenada, Guyana, Haiti, Jamaica, Montserrat, St. Kitts and
Nevis, St. Lucia, St. Vincent and the Grenadines, Suriname, Trinidad
and Tobago, and the Turks and Caicos Islands.

CRFM Secretariat | Headquarters
Email: secretariat@crfm.int
Tel: (501) 223-4443
Belize City, Belize

CRFM Secretariat | Eastern Caribbean Office
Email: crfmsvg@crfm.int
Tel: (784)-458-4269/456-4628
Kingstown, Saint Vincent and the Grenadines

www.crfm.int
www.youtube.com/TheCRFM
www.facebook.com/CarFisheries
www.twitter.com/CaribFisheries
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