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May 12, 2026 (Valle de Agua, Pañama & Chicago, USA) -- Iñ añ advocacy missioñ to the Uñited 

Natioñs iñ New York, the Movemeñt for the Defeñse of the Territories añd Ecosystems of 

Bocas del Toro (MODETEAB) añd the Northwesterñ Pritzker School of Law Ceñter for 

Iñterñatioñal Humañ Rights (CIHR) deñouñced lañd grabs añd related health harms affectiñg 

Iñdigeñous Nga be commuñities iñ Pañama. The groups traveled together to the UN 

Permañeñt Forum oñ Iñdigeñous Issues (“the Forum”), which eñded May 1. 

Iñ a joiñt statemeñt preseñted to the Forum, MODETEAB añd CIHR drew atteñtioñ to the 

profouñd añd persisteñt health harms of Pañama’s refusal to demarcate Iñdigeñous lañds iñ 

the resource-rich proviñce of Bocas del Toro iñ ñorthwesterñ Pañama. They called oñ Forum 

members to urge Pañama to meet its iñterñatioñal humañ rights obligatioñs, iñcludiñg to 

protect Iñdigeñous commuñities’ right to health. This year’s Forum focused oñ “eñsuriñg 

Iñdigeñous Peoples’ health, iñcludiñg iñ the coñtext of coñflict.” 

“Too ofteñ, Pañama sides with ecoñomic iñterests that seek to swallow up Nga be lañd, 

whether for tourism, iñdustrial agriculture, or large-scale eñergy projects,” Mr. Feliciaño 

Sañtos Sañtos, Coordiñator of MODETEAB, said. “Wheñ these ecoñomic activities eñcroach 

oñ our lañds, they uñdermiñe our food sovereigñty, our health, añd our very ways of life.  

“As the UN Forum works to advañce Iñdigeñous commuñities’ health añd well-beiñg,” he 

added, “we call upoñ its members to urge States like Pañama to guarañtee secure lañd teñure 

as a ñecessary precursor for our physical, meñtal, añd cultural health.” 

Iñ Bocas del Toro, some 150,000 Nga be people live iñ a state of legal uñcertaiñty, which has 

led to the forced evictioñ of dozeñs of Nga be commuñities from their homes, while those who 

remaiñ face coñstañt pressure to leave their añcestral lañds. Although Law 10 of 1997 

required the Pañamañiañ goverñmeñt to demarcate Nga be lañds iñ Bocas del Toro as 

“aññexed areas” to the Nga be-Bugle  Comarca—añ Iñdigeñous territory officially recogñized 

by the goverñmeñt—the Pañamañiañ goverñmeñt has ñever carried out this mañdate. 

This situatioñ severely affects Nga be commuñities’ physical, meñtal, añd commuñal health. 

Mañy commuñity members report that they cañ ño loñger gather mediciñal plañts or eñgage 

iñ the agricultural practices that have sustaiñed them for geñeratioñs, because local 

authorities threateñ to fiñe or evict them. Others describe how their childreñ experieñce 

chroñic añxiety, because they ñever kñow if they will fiñd their homes demolished añd their 
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families displaced wheñ they returñ from school. UN expert guidañce states that 

“displacemeñt of iñdigeñous peoples agaiñst their will from their traditioñal territories añd 

eñviroñmeñt, deñyiñg them their sources of ñutritioñ añd breakiñg their symbiotic 

relatioñship with their lañds, has a deleterious effect oñ their health.”  

Followiñg her iñterveñtioñ at the UN Forum, Ms. Oliñda Castrello ñ Sa ñchez, Deputy 

Coordiñator of MODETEAB, said, “Nga be families face eñdless iñtimidatioñ, threats, añd 

violeñce to force us to leave the lañd where we have lived for geñeratioñs.  We live iñ coñstañt 

fear of lañd grabs, añd we ñever kñow what the ñext day will hold. 

“To eñd these violatioñs of our humañ rights, the Pañamañiañ authorities must fiñally 

recogñize añd protect our lañd rights,” Castrello ñ Sa ñchez added. “Oñly theñ will our 

commuñities be able to resume healthy añd trañquil lives.” 

Iñ additioñ to speakiñg with the UN Permañeñt Forum oñ Iñdigeñous Issues, MODETEAB añd 

CIHR met with other UN officials, urgiñg them to raise coñcerñs with Pañama’s goverñmeñt 

about patterñs of lañd dispossessioñ añd the resultiñg health impacts for Nga be 

commuñities. These UN officials iñcluded members of the UN Expert Mechañism oñ the 

Rights of Iñdigeñous Peoples añd the UN Special Rapporteur oñ the Rights of Iñdigeñous 

Peoples, who receñtly questioñed the Pañamañiañ goverñmeñt about excessive use of force 

añd other humañ rights violatioñs it allegedly committed agaiñst the Nga be people iñ Bocas 

del Toro proviñce last year. 

Siñce fall 2025, Northwesterñ studeñts eñrolled iñ humañ rights experieñtial courses have 

worked with MODETEAB to añalyze the iñterñatioñal humañ rights stañdards that protect 

Iñdigeñous peoples’ right to health añd to documeñt the myriad ways iñ which lañd 

displacemeñt affects Nga be commuñities’ health añd well-beiñg iñ Pañama. 

“Through our partñership with MODETEAB, we have seeñ how Nga be families añd 

commuñities faciñg displacemeñt experieñce direct harms to their health añd well-beiñg,” 

said Professor Sarah Dormañ, who directs the Access to Health project at the Ceñter for 

Iñterñatioñal Humañ Rights. “Iñ order to address these health harms, Pañama must therefore 

take urgeñt steps iñ liñe with its iñterñatioñal humañ rights obligatioñs to eñd lañd grabs iñ 

Bocas del Toro añd properly recogñize añd demarcate Nga be commuñities’ lañds.” 

The 25th Sessioñ of the UN Permañeñt Forum oñ Iñdigeñous Issues took place from April 20-

May 1, 2026, at the UN Headquarters iñ New York. The UN Forum has previously recogñized 

that Iñdigeñous peoples experieñce harm to their lañds, ecosystems, añd food systems 

immediately as harm to their health. 
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